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Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a disability characterized by social 
communication deficits, repetitive and restrictive behaviors, and language and 
communication deficits.  Its prevalence among the general population has led to 
increased efforts to intervene effectively during childhood and adolescence.  Prior 
quantitative and qualitative research suggests that camps are an effective setting to 
deliver social skills intervention for children with ASD; however, there are gaps in 
research that need to be addressed, such as a lack of empirical qualitative evidence, 
difficulty with language and communication issues inherent to ASD, and limited reliable 
studies involving the photovoice methodologies.  The research questions designed to 
address such gaps asked what a camp for adolescents with ASD might mean to 
participants and whether such a camp might produce a change in belonging, self-
confidence, and independence among its campers.  As such, this study employed the 
photovoice qualitative methodology to interview 8 adolescent males about their 
experiences at Camp Jigsaw, a social skills camp in the southeastern United States of 
America.  Results of phenomenological qualitative analysis suggest that the most 
 
 
dominant themes expressed by campers were Positive Emotions, Socialization, Unique 
Experiences, Collective Identity, and Self-Improvement.  The interplay and linkages 
between these themes revealed that the security of belonging with a group of like-minded 
peers resulted in increased independent experiences and self-confidence among 
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CHAPTER I  
INTRODUCTION 
Statement of the Problem 
One of the most challenging disabilities facing educators today is autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD) (Hedges, Kirby, Sreckovic, Kucharczyk, Hume, & Pace, 2014).  ASD is a 
neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by deficits in social functioning and 
communication with restricted interests and repetitive behaviors (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013).  The diagnostic criteria as outlined by the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (2013) states that an individual must meet the 
following criteria to qualify for ASD: “persistent deficits in social communication and 
social interaction across multiple contexts”, “restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, 
interests, or activities”, “symptoms […] present in the early developmental period”, 
“symptoms [that] cause clinically significant impairment in social, occupational, or other 
important areas of current functioning,” and that the individual’s “disturbances are not 
better explained by intellectual disability […] or global developmental delay” (p. 50-51). 
The Centers for Disease Control rate current prevalence of ASD at 1 in 59 children.  
More specifically, the prevalence rate is four times more common among boys than girls 
(Baio et al., 2018).   
Children with ASD typically have negative outcomes transitioning into adulthood 
and living independently (Cederlund, Hagberg, Billstedt, Gillberg, & Gillberg, 2008; 
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Howlin, Goode, Hutton, & Rutter, 2004; Lawrence, Alleckson, & Bjorklund, 2010).  One 
area of difficulty, specifically, lies with developing and maintaining interpersonal 
relationships. Lawrence et al. (2010) wrote that individuals with ASD have “social 
impairments [that] make it difficult for those affected to comprehend social rules or 
function within expected social norms, which often leads to interpersonal rejection, 
exclusion from social groups, and other forms of social failure” (p. 235).  They added that 
common social pragmatics impairments that cause this could be a lack of reciprocity in 
social exchange, poor speech prosody, and difficulty expressing and comprehending 
emotions.  These struggles can have grave consequences as an adult.  White, Keonig, and 
Scahill (2007) warned that social skill deficits within individuals with ASD may be 
harbingers for mood and anxiety disorders in later development.  Moreover, these same 
deficits may make individuals with ASD more vulnerable to peer victimization and 
bullying (Humphrey & Symes, 2010) and sexual exploitation (Sullivan & Caterino, 
2004).  With this in mind, it is imperative that individuals with ASD are taught 
appropriate social skills during early phases of development. 
Typically, children with ASD are taught such social skills in educational settings 
through special education services (Hedges et al., 2013).  However, there is a growing 
body of research that supports supplementing instruction in educational settings with 
camp-based or summer treatment settings (Maich, Hall, van Rhijn, & Quinlan, 2015; 
Mitchell, Mrug, Patterson, Bailey, & Hodgens 2015; Rutherford & Schreiber, 2015; 
Walker, Barry, & Bader, 2010).  Unfortunately, while there are an abundance of 
quantitative data rating the efficacy of camp-based treatment, there are limited qualitative 
data on the subject.  One exemption to this paucity is Fullerton, Branna, and Arick’s 
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(2002) study which examined positive outcomes of inclusive programs on students with 
disabilities across 14 camps and outdoor schools.  While this investigation did describe 
positive effects for students with ASD who participate in general population camps, it did 
not look at a camp purely for individuals with ASD.  Plus, it discussed a variety of 
disabilities, not solely ASD.  Furthermore, the researchers only interviewed counselors 
and parents, neglecting to derive any data from the students themselves, something the 
current study hopes to achieve as first-hand qualitative data leads to stronger research 
conclusions. 
Purpose of the Study 
The present study hoped to capture the voices of adolescents who participated in a 
summer treatment camp for individuals with ASD.  Focusing on eight individuals with 
ASD, the researcher conducted a phenomenological qualitative study using photovoice 
methodology in order to derive campers’ shared experiences. 
Research Questions 
The research questions of this study aimed to capture the collective perceptions of 
adolescents during a six-day summer camp for individuals with ASD. 
The research questions were as follows: 
1. What does this camp mean to the campers themselves? 
2.  In what ways do campers gain new experiences that they do not 
experience elsewhere? 
a)  What perceptions of a sense of belonging at camp do campers 
experience that they do not experience elsewhere? 
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b)   What perceptions of self-confidence do campers experience that 
they do not experience elsewhere? 
c)  What perceptions of independence do campers experience that they 
do not experience elsewhere? 
Significance of Topic 
This line of research is important, not only because of the scarcity of qualitative 
data regarding camp treatment settings, nor the long-term ramifications of lack of social 
skills training prior to adulthood, but because these individuals with ASD could relate 
their experiences better than any counselor or parent, given the right communication 
tools.  Furthermore, as collective identity theory (Ashmore, Deaux, & McLauglin-Volpe, 
2004) posits that there is value in commonality of shared experiences, there was a need to 
collect, examine, and report the shared experiences of these often unheard individuals 
(Tozer, Atkin, & Wenham, 2013).  Finally, data gathered from this study could be useful 
in planning more effective and meaningful experiences for future ASD camps or summer 
treatment programs. 
Definitions 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) – ASD is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized 
by deficits in social functioning, language, and communication with 
accompanying restricted interests and repetitive behaviors (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013). 
Camp Jigsaw – A six-day treatment camp for adolescents with ASD held at a 
southeastern university.  Camp activities include daily social skills and self-
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determination lessons, games, art, and group activities.  Camp staff includes 
trained special educators or graduate level special education students.  Campers 
range in age from 13-18 and are encouraged to return year to year. 
Collective Identity Theory – Collective identity theory revolves around the concept that 
individuals share identity with a select group of others who have (or are believed 
to have) certain characteristics in common (Ashmore et al., 2004). 
Phenomenology - “A philosophy that focuses on how one gains knowledge of the 
essential features of the world as one experiences concrete realities” (Duckham & 
Schreiber, 2016). It encourages individuals to suspend their own understanding of 
the world in order to gain a new understanding of another’s worldview. 
Photovoice – Photovoice is a qualitative methodology developed by Wang and Burris 
(1994) that allows researchers to gain “the possibility of perceiving the world 
from the viewpoint of people who are leading lives that are different from those 
traditionally in control of the means for imaging the world” (p. 172).  Participants 
are selected from a population and encouraged to take pictures relative to the 
research being undertaken.  After photo development, Wang and Burris describe a 
three-phase process to guide data collection and analysis: 1) the participants select 
photographs for interview; 2) the researcher interviews the participants and allows 
them contextualize and describe the pictures in their own voice; 3) the researcher 





As the research questions centered upon a qualitative investigation of a summer 
camp designed to impart social skills to adolescents with ASD, the literature review is 
divided into seven sub-areas: an examination of cognitive and social development of 
typical children, cognitive and social development of individuals with ASD, various 
theoretical frameworks related to the proposed research, research supporting the efficacy 
of camps or summer treatment programs as an intervention delivery method for students 
with ASD, qualitative research pertaining to the benefits of camps for children with 
specialized issues, qualitative research involving individuals with ASD, and research that 
has used the photovoice technique for qualitative data collection 
Cognitive and Social Development in Typical Children 
Before discussing the development of children with ASD or any of the broader 
ASD-related topics examined in the present study, it is important to review, for 
comparative purposes, the myriad theories of typical child development.  First, Nakkula 
and Toshalis’s (2006) presentation of the influential developmental theories of Jean 
Piaget is reviewed.  Then, Erikson’s stages of development and, relatedly, Marcia’s 
addition of four stages of identity resolution to Erikson’s model (Erikson, 1950; Erikson, 
1968; Nakkula & Toshalis, 2006) are inspected.  Next, developmental problems 
identified by Sanders and Mahler as reported by Rothbart (2011) are presented.  
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Subsequently, the works of John Hill are investigated (Adams, Montemayor, & Gullota, 
1996; Hill, 1983).  Succeeding this, the researcher discusses Jenkins, Mulvey, and 
Floress’s (2017) holistic review of many prominent researchers’ examinations of 
development.  After that, Leyden and Shale (2012) are reviewed regarding an overview 
of their own theories of development.  To finish, less reported but still germane social 
and emotional learning theories are discussed (Durlak, Domitrovich, Wessberg, & 
Gullota, 2016). 
In reporting the works of prominent psychologist Jean Piaget, Nakkula and 
Toshalis (2006) stated that as children develop, they engage in constructing theoretical 
connections and interconnections that drive the formation of an ultimate identity.  Piaget 
recognized “children’s knowledge and capacity to theorize expanded as they moved from 
infancy to adulthood” (p. 46).  He posited that people are a product of their combined 
schemas, or organized categories of experiences.  As children are presented with new 
information, they compare it against already-formed schemas.  If this information fits 
these schemas, then it is assimilated.  If not, it is either rejected outright or a new schema 
is created to house it.  Building upon this, in the late 1930’s Piaget identified four distinct 
stages of pre-adult development.  First, he deemed the period from birth to age two as the 
sensorimotor stage.  During this, new schema are formed almost entirely by sensory and 
locomotive experiences.  Next, between ages three and seven, children function within 
the preoperational stage.  During this stage, “language becomes richer, humor emerges, 
symbols are comprehended and constructed, social behaviors can be understood, and time 
becomes less immediate” (p. 47).  After this intensive stage, children enter the concrete 
operational stage, which is characterized by the ability for a child to internally transform 
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symbols and objects, as well as recognize the concept of conservation.  This lasts until 
roughly age 11.  In the final stage, formal operations, which lasts until adulthood, 
children display the ability for abstract thought.  Thinking internally, they are able to 
imagine abstract figures, ideologies, and concepts.  They are also able to create and test 
hypotheses, asking questions about themselves and the world and exploring the 
possibilities before them.  Although Piaget’s theories have since been challenged or 
somewhat undermined as developmental understanding has progressed, he still provided 
a sound explanatory foundation for other researchers to build upon.  One such researcher, 
Erikson (1950), did just this, offering one of the most compelling explanations of 
psychosocial development. 
Erikson (1950) emphasized the push and pull between the individual’s emergent 
self and the social constructs they operate within.  He posited that development occurs 
during eight distinct stages that cover the entirety of a person’s life, describing each stage 
as an either/or relationship, with the individual’s developmental task listed first and the 
consequence obtained from failed resolution of the task listed second.  The following 




Table 1  
Erikson’s Eight Stages of Development 
Primary Task vs. Consequence Explanation 
Basic Trust vs. Basic Mistrust The task in infancy of developing a sense 
of basic trust that one’s parents or primary 
caretakers will be adequately nurturing. 
Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt The toddler’s task of establishing first 
steps toward self-sufficiency and the sense 
of competence that accompanies it. 
Initiative vs. Guilt The early childhood task of building on 
one’s budding autonomy to initiate 
constructive activities and begin to take 
leadership roles within the family and 
friendship groups. 
Industry vs. Inferiority The middle to late childhood task of 
consolidating a sense of efficacy as a 
skilled contributor within school and 
family contexts. 
Identity vs. Role Confusion Building on the experiences of late 
childhood, the adolescent task of 
organizing skills, interests, and values into 
a core sense of self and applying it to 
present and future pursuits. 
Intimacy vs. Isolation The early adulthood task of bringing one’s 
sense of self into intimate relationships 
with others, typically for the purpose of 
building a lifelong partnership. 
Generativity vs. Stagnation The middle adulthood task of utilizing 
one’s social and vocational/professional 
attributes to make a lasting contribution to 
one’s family and larger community. 
Ego Integrity vs. Despair The late-adulthood task of accepting one’s 
lifelong contributions and moving toward 
death with a sense of integrity and peace. 
Note. From Understanding Youth, by Nakkula and Toshalis, 2006. 
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Erikson placed significant emphasis on the fifth stage, where identity typically forms.  He 
stated, “in the social jungle of human existence there is no feeling of being alive without 
a sense of identity” (p. 38, 1968).  To him, identity materializes during the period 
between the intense development of childhood and the demands of adulthood, which he 
deemed the psychosocial moratorium. During this period of identity crisis, adolescents 
may experience anxiety as they struggle to balance being distinct from others while 
simultaneously striving to create connections to others.  “Thus, the push toward 
distinctiveness continually vies with the pull toward belonging” (Nakkula & Toshalis, p. 
21).  Erikson’s theories remain convincing, but, shortly following their publication, 
James Marcia (1966, as cited in Nakkula & Toshalis, 2006) postulated an equally 
fascinating extension of Erikson’s model. 
 Although Marcia held the notion of Erikson’s fifth stage in equally high regard, 
he expanded upon it by positing that identities are formed by the progression through 




Table 2  
Marcia’s Four Identity Statuses  
Status Explanation 
Psychosocial Moratorium A developmental state in which one 
actively explores roles and beliefs, 
behaviors and relationships, but refrains 
from making a commitment (to an 
identity) (p. 36). 
Foreclosed Identity An identity that is thrust upon a person or 
accepted with little reflection and without 
exploring it carefully and experimenting 
with alternatives (p. 29). 
Diffuse Identity An identity in which there has been little 
exploration or active consideration of a 
particular identity and no psychological 
commitment to one (p. 32). 
Achieved Identity An identity in which the crisis is resolved 
and the commitment to the selected 
identity is high, typically the result of a 
period of high exploration and 
experimentation (p. 38). 
Note. From Understanding Youth, by Nakkula & Toshalis, 2006. 
 
Unlike Erikson’s developmental stages, these statuses do not have a distinct order, and an 
individual may repeat the statuses multiple times throughout life in their quest to discover 
a stable identity.  Erikson’s and Marcia’s works were crucial in understanding child 
development; however, as the scientific understanding of child development progressed, 
other then-contemporary researchers, such as Sanders (1969, as cited in Rothbart, 2011) 
and Mahler (1967, as cited in Rothbart, 2011), propounded equally important ideas. 
 Rothbart (2011), in her book Becoming Who We Are, identified infant 
developmental issues that occur within the first 20 months of life. by combining the 
 
12 
developmental problems identified by Sanders (1969, as cited in Rothbart, 2011) and one 
by Mahler (1967, as cited in Rothbart, 2011).  These issues are challenges for both infant 
and caregiver, who equally must adapt to develop appropriately.  The following table 
describes each issue: 
 
Table 3  
Infant Developmental Issues  
Issue Span of 
Months 
Prominent Infant Behaviors (that become 
coordinated with maternal activities) 
Initial Regulation 1 – 3 Regulation of infant’s eating, sleeping, and states of 




3 – 4 Activities of infant care, such as feeding, dressing, 
and bathing, become reciprocally coordinated.  
Infant smiling is part of the infant-mother social 
exchange. 
Hatching 4 – 5 The infant has more control over orienting his or her 
attention and may be directing it away from the 
caregiver. 
Initiative 5 – 9 Activities are initiated by the infant to gain the 
mother’s proximity and attention, and the infant sets 
out to actively manipulate the environment. 
Focalization 9 – 15 The infant seeks proximity with and attends closely 
to the mother, focusing on her to meet his or her 
needs. 
Self-assertion 14 – 20 The child develops a concept of self and engages in 
self-assertive activity that may come into conflict 
with the desires of the mother. 
Note. Reprinted from Becoming Who We Are, by Rothbart, 2011, p. 91. 
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Rothbart (2011) expounded upon Sanders and Mahler’s theories by saying that “how the 
early issues are dealt with is built into the history of infant and caregiver adaptations to 
each other, and each adaptation affects future interactions” (p. 90).  In other words, the 
social history of a child, even during infancy, can heavily influence their social and 
emotional development. 
Adams et al., (1996) reported that “drawing on the writings of Sigmund and Anna 
Freud, Harry S. Sullivan, David McClelland, J. S. Coleman, and Erik Erikson (among 
others), Hill identified six central psychosocial variables to the study of adolescence” (p. 
3).  The six variables identified by Hill were detachment, autonomy, sexuality, intimacy, 
achievement motivation and behavior, and identity crisis and its resolution (1983).  
Detachment represents the process by which a child releases emotional dependence on 
their parents and replaces it with attachment to peers.  This manifests most often in acts 
of rebellion against authority figures.  Interestingly, detachment sometimes results in the 
next of Hill’s variables: autonomy.  Autonomy represents the ability to independently 
make decisions based on personal definitions of behavior and life goals.  Next, Hill 
identified sexuality as an important component of adolescent development; in this phase, 
the adolescent experiences changes because of puberty and consequently develops new, 
sexually-oriented motivations to separate from their parents.  Hill suggested that the next 
variable, intimacy, is directly connected to adolescent sexuality, as adolescents are driven 
to make intimate interpersonal connections with close friends, and, after the onset of 
puberty, to satisfy sexual desire with members of the opposite-sex.  The following 
variable, achievement motivation and behavior, involves an adolescent’s ability to apply 
standards of excellence to themselves in order to perform a personal evaluation.  In other 
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words, the individual objectively looks at themselves to determine task proficiency.  
Finally, similar to Erikson and Marcia, Hill viewed identity crisis and resolution as the 
most important step of the adolescent developmental cycle.  Adams et al., (1996) said 
that the “resolution functions as an integrating force regarding issues of the concept of 
self, body image, changes, sexuality, and intimacy, among other psychosocial features” 
(p. 6).  To Hill, the recognition and resolution of an identity crisis required an 
examination of all his proposed variables.  Ultimately, Hill suggested that each of the 
variables were important, if not critical, to adolescent development, with a caveat; he also 
recognized that the variables failed to cover every single aspect of psychosocial 
adolescent development.  While all of the aforementioned researchers produced seminal 
works, other authors present characteristics related to development from birth to 
adulthood that offer interesting insights into child development. 
 In their article reviewing literature concerning bullying roles in early childhood, 
Jenkins et al., (2017) presented a compelling aggregative summary of prior research 
regarding the typical development of social skills during early childhood.  Owens (2012) 
described that most children develop their first foundational social communication skills, 
which include both verbal and nonverbal skills, through the social exchange between 
child and caretaker within the first two years of life (as cited in Jenkins et al., 2017).  
Owens (2012) similarly stated in a different article that early social interactions shape 
“social shared communication experiences throughout toddlerhood as routines, play, and 
anticipation of behavior changes in partners drive social exchanges (as cited in Jenkins et 
al., p. 402, 2017).  Moving out of infancy and within 18 months, toddlers are able to 
engage in discourse and forms of narration, with these skills only deepening as language 
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skills become more and more complex during their second and third year (McCabe & 
Rollins, 1994, as cited in Jenkins et al., 2017).  Copple & Bredekamp (2009, as cited in 
Jenkins et al., 2017) noted that preschool aged children have typically already developed 
several foundational receptive and expressive language skills before they ever arrive at 
school.  These skills only develop further, as preschool presents an opportunity for 
frequent practice in peer interaction (as cited in Jenkins et al., 2017).  One of the first and 
most important pragmatic skills to develop is the development of theory of mind, or an 
individual’s ability to recognize that they themselves are different from others in 
knowledge and emotions (American Language Hearing Association, 2015, as cited in 
Jenkins et al., 2017).  As more complicated skills like theory of mind emerge, “the ability 
to initiate interaction with and respond to peers develops” (Jenkins et al., p. 403).  
Unfortunately, since children can develop in wildly different environments, the amount 
of variability between language skills of pre-school children is usually vast.  This directly 
impacts the ability to practice social interactions.  Those children who have poorer 
language skills typically develop fewer friendships and experience fewer positive social 
interactions during preschool (Hadley & Schuele, 1998, as cited in Jenkins et al., 2017).  
Cognitive and social development continues well after preschool. 
 Social development after preschool is intensive and near-constant. Leyden and 
Shale (2012) presented a wide-ranging outline of what to expect in terms of social and 
emotional development from age five through adolescence.   Between five and six years 
of age, children are expected to observe and copy adult behaviors, desire approval, have 
fewer emotional outbursts, manage impulses, agree to rules, remain egocentric but 
empathetic, enjoy telling jokes and performing jobs, and develop a sense of pride.  
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During six and seven, children want to be “first” or “the best”, are anxious to please, 
release fantasy and accept reality, desire acceptance from family, peers, and teachers, 
have feelings easily hurt, may be oppositional, may sulk or cry when corrected, have 
volatile friendships, and can discuss complicated moral issues. At ages 8 and 9, children 
are generally more thoughtful and mature, yet still somewhat irresponsible and impulsive, 
become more argumentative, obtain the ability to think abstractly and be critical, want 
acceptance and belonging from peers, have one best friend, keep secrets, and display 
loyalty to friends.  During 10 and 11 years old, children are usually outwardly confident 
but inwardly confused and uncertain, have best friends but volatile relationships, place 
extreme importance on acceptance by peers, display competitiveness and desire to win, 
have a strong sense of justice, are more willing to break rules to impress peers, become 
aware of gender differences and how it relates to sexuality, and need reassurance from 
secondary schooling anxieties.  Finally, from ages 12 and into adolescence, children will 
typically display confusion about their roles as teenagers, experience the loss of 
childhood and an uncertain future, want to feel normal and accepted by peers, are anxious 
to seem in control, worry about appearance more, test and push boundaries as a process 
of identity formation, crave privacy and independence, care more about peer acceptance 
than anything else, listen to friends more than adults, are very sensitive and vulnerable to 
being deeply hurt, and want to know the reasons why they should comply with certain 
rules.  Even though the seminal works of childhood development have been reviewed, as 
well as the characteristics associated with each developmental stage, one would be remiss 
to neglect consideration of various less prominent, yet still relevant, social and emotional 
learning theories.   
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In the Handbook of Social and Emotional Learning (Durlak et al., 2015), 
Brackett, Elbertson, and Rivers conducted a review of theories pertinent to the world of 
social and emotional learning.  First, systems theories, or theories that explain how a 
child’s surroundings might impact outcomes, are presented.  One such theory, ecological 
systems theory, “articulate(s) that characteristics of the contexts in which children and 
adults spend their time contribute to outcomes” (p. 23).  Therefore, the various aspects of 
the complex system in which a school operates must be considered when exploring child 
social development.  Schools have different climates and cultures informed by the 
different adults operating within the system, as school administrators and teachers are 
governed by different behavior norms and hold differing levels of power.  Relatedly, 
social learning theory “posits that social interactions, including role modeling, verbal 
instruction, and supervised feedback and support influence the acquisition of new 
behavior” (p. 24).  As such, not just the school staff, but also a child’s family and 
community must be considered as influencers of a child’s social development.  Another 
relevant theory is social information-processing theory, which indicates that children 
analyze social cues and make choices based on “past experiences, as well as their goals 
for the situation, the outcomes they anticipate, and their self-efficacy” (p. 25).  Two 
identity change theories are also described: the theory of planned behavior and the theory 
of reasoned action.  Both posit similar concepts:  
Changing intentions to engage in a behavior are essential for behavior change to 
occur, and that attitudes about the behavior, beliefs about one’s ability to engage 
in the behavior (i.e., self-efficacy), as well as perceptions of social norms (e.g., is 
everyone doing it?) influence intentions to engage in the behavior. (p. 26) 
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Finally, the transtheoretical model of behavior was presented, which dictates that an 
individual’s behavior changes are influenced by their thoughts, emotions, and attitude 
held during the duration of the behavior change.  All of the aforementioned theories are 
presented with the intention of social and emotional learning educators to consider during 
instruction. 
Knowledge of certain aspects within the various models and theories of 
development remains necessary in order to comparatively survey the social deficits and 
targeted interventions of individuals with ASD.  First, the initial signs of social behaviors 
occur during early infancy.  Between months three and four, an infant is usually observed 
smiling at his caregiver and a reciprocal relationship between the two is formed (Sanders, 
1969, and Mahler, 1967, as cited in Rothbart, 2011); this reciprocal relationship is 
commonly lacking in caregiver/child relationships involving ASD. As children enter pre-
school, they also develop theory of mind, or the ability to recognize the differences 
between themselves and others (American Language Hearing Association, 2015, as cited 
in Jenkins et al., 2017), which is a skill necessary for appropriate development, and a skill 
notably minimal or absent in individuals with ASD.  Other relevant typical behaviors 
exhibited by children between five and six years of age, but sometimes deficient in those 
with ASD, include observation and copying of adult behavior, decrease in emotional 
outbursts, management of impulses, and development of empathy (Leyden & Shale, 
2012).  Many children with ASD struggle with some of the aspects of development 
presented by Piaget (as cited in Nakkula & Tashalis, 2006), who remarks that abstract 
thinking develops during the time between 11 years of age into adulthood. He also states 
that during early childhood the development of communication skills iteratively increases 
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with each passing year.  Some aspects of Erikson’s (1950) model are also important for 
the present study.  Most notably, individuals must complete one stage to enter another, 
and stages five (identity vs. role confusion), six (intimacy vs. isolation), and seven 
(generativity vs. stagnation) most directly influence the happiness of an adult.  Without 
the social confidence typically experienced in early childhood, people with ASD are less 
likely to reach the later stages, and even if they do, they likely will reap the less desirable 
choice of either of each stage’s options, which would result in role confusion, isolation, 
and stagnation.  Another interesting component gleaned from the review lies in the first 
of Hill’s (1983, as cited in Adams et al., 1996) psychosocial variables: detachment.  
Detachment is the process by which a child switches emotional dependence from parents 
to peers.  Individuals with ASD likely would struggle at this stage due to social 
difficulties.  Within another variable, achievement motivation and behavior, an 
adolescent is expected to be able to look at themselves objectively and apply standards to 
their personality; again, as ASD may limit theory of mind, this would be difficult.  As for 
the social learning theories examined, social learning theory states that that social 
interactions support new behavior acquisition, and social information-processing theory 
say that children develop social skills through an examination of past experiences (Durlak 
et al., 2016). Due to the social deficits inherent to ASD, both of these experiences would 
be incredible difficult for someone with the disability.  Finally, possibly the most 
pertinent of all theories, the theory of planned behavior and the theory of reasoned action 
dictate that in order for a child to develop appropriately, he or she must have intent to do 
so; therefore, it is critical to motivate students with ASD to improve socially in order to 
maximize social skills instruction.  Again, the examination of all of the aforementioned 
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literature is crucial both for planning of social skills intervention and the understanding of 
the social and cognitive impairments placed upon those with ASD. 
Cognitive and Social Development for Individuals with ASD 
 Awareness of typical child development may be crucial to understanding the 
present study and planning its research design, but an examination of the cognitive and 
social development of children with ASD is also warranted, as the participants of the 
study have the disability.  First, the researcher presents Schopler and Mesibov (1986), 
who offered a useful examination of the origins of ASD identification and the several of 
the disability’s characteristics.  Next, a review of Deisinger (2008) provides several other 
characteristics while explaining the utility of using video to objectively identify 
symptoms of ASD in young children. After that, Howlin’s (1986) presentation of several 
common social developmental deficiencies within children with ASD are proffered.  
Lastly, a comprehensive list of common characteristics of individuals with ASD is 
presented (Shriver, Allen, & Mathews, 1999). 
 In the book Social Behavior in Autism, Schopler and Mesibov (1986) provided a 
comprehensive historical perspective on the identification of symptoms and causes of 
ASD.  While some explanatory efforts were eventually disproven, such as Bettelheim’s 
(1967, as cited in Schopler and Mesibov, 1986) theory that ASD is a result of cold and 
rejecting parents or other studies in the 1950s and 1960s that suggested that ASD 
represented a schizophrenic withdrawal from reality, Schopler and Mesibov (1986) 
emphasized that the original identifier of ASD, Kanner (1943, as cited in Schopler and 
Mesibov, 1986), made astonishingly accurate observations through observing only eleven 
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individuals that are still relevant 75 years later.  For example, Kanner instantly 
distinguished interpersonal deficits of individuals with ASD: 
There is from the start an extreme autistic aloneness that, whenever possible, 
disregards, ignores, shuts out anything that comes to the child from the outside.  
Direct physical contact or such motion or noise as threatens to disrupt the 
aloneness is either treated “as if it weren’t there” or, if this is no longer sufficient, 
resented painfully as distressing interference (p. 2, as cited in Schopler & 
Mesibov, 1986). 
Kanner further added that these deficits are present from birth, and therefore should not 
be attributed to parental failures: 
We must, then assume that these children have come into the world with the 
innate inability to form the usual, biologically provided affective contact with 
people, just as other children com into the world with innate physical or 
intellectual handicaps. (p. 2, as cited in Schopler & Mesibov, 1986) 
Kanner further analyzed the social difficulties observed, remarking that since children 
with ASD could successfully interact with objects, then the primary deficit related to 
interpersonal relations: 
Our children are able to establish and maintain an excellent, purposeful, and 
“intelligent” relation to objects that do not threaten to interfere with their 
aloneness, but are from the start anxiously and tensely impervious to people, with 
whom for a long time they do not have any kind of direct affective contact. (p. 2-
3, as cited in Schopler & Mesibov, 1986) 
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He indicated that the children with ASD were aware of others, but chose to restrict their 
interactions regardless.  Furthermore, if interfered with by an outside person, the children 
with ASD would form a temporary, albeit detached, relationship with the other person.  
He described children with ASD as being very aloof from the earliest stages of life, but 
also noted that this aloofness decreased somewhat as the children grew older.  Following 
up 30 years later, Kanner and others (Kanner, 1971, Kanner, Rodriguez, & Ashenden, 
1972, as cited in Schopler & Mesibov, 1986) found that their initial idea of social 
competence increasing with age was correct; however, the original participants still 
remained situationally aloof and struggled with interpersonal relationships.  Furthermore, 
they found that the most successful of the original participants were the ones most aware 
of the differences between themselves and typical peers, and also those that expressed 
desire to change their behaviors.  With the passage of time and further research, Kanner’s 
initial impressions were proven correct, which makes them all the more remarkable and 
pertinent. 
 Deisinger (2008) explained that the early diagnosis of ASD is difficult due to a 
variety of factors, such as the level of impairment, lack of an accompanying intellectual 
deficit, “living in a rural community, near-poor family income status, impaired hearing, 
oversensitivity to pain, and having many pediatric healthcare providers” (p. 86).  This is a 
cause for concern, as failure to identify ASD early in development results in a loss of 
time that could be used for intervention.  The implementation of early treatment strongly 
correlates to long-term improvement for the individual with ASD, and children who are 
treated later in life typically have overall lesser benefits.  One suggestion to assist in early 
diagnosis is through the use of videotapes, which allow for diagnosis by objective 
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professionals operating without the influence of parental opinion.  Palomo et al. (2006, as 
cited in Deisinger, 2008) conducted a review of eight studies to determine the reliability 
of this method for early childhood identification.  Within this, several common 
characteristics were identified. For example, one-year-old children with ASD could be 
differentiated from typical peers because they showed less response to hearing their name 
and looked at others less often.  Some other characteristics observed within the first two 
years were “lower rates of pointing to make a request or to share, less frequent babbling, 
less use of words, more frequent repetitive behaviors, and greater likelihood of unusual 
posture” (p. 95).  They also noted that children with ASD were less likely to visually 
inspect objects and seemed less flexible during play situations.  Another of the studies 
indicated that at 18 months “frequent arm-waving and placement of the hands over the 
ears were associated with an eventual diagnosis” (Loh et al., 2007, as cited in Deisinger, 
2008, p. 95).  Moreover, an analysis of 5 to 18 month old children with ASD found that 
delays in babbling and motor development served as red flags for future identification 
(Iverson & Wozniak, 2007, as cited in Deisinger, 2008).  Another study by Werner & 
Dawnson (2005, as cited in Deisinger, 2008) discussed the issue of ASD regression.  The 
researchers observed video tapes of children of parents who proposed their children had 
developed normally until 15-24 months, at which point they developmentally regressed in 
social skills.  The objective analysis by the researchers corroborated the parents’ claims, 
noting that several differences occurred between 12 and 24 months: children who 
appeared developmentally typical, if not comparatively advanced, at 12 months 
demonstrated symptoms “such as reductions in social gaze, less response to name, less 
pointing, and less vocalizing (p. 95, as cited in Deisinger, 2008).  In summation of their 
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own review, Palomo et al. (2006, as cited in Deisinger, 2008) stated that reliable 
identification could not occur through videotape observations alone, and that some of the 
social behaviors observed before age 12 could be entirely transitory or the result of a 
different disability entirely.  Nevertheless, their research at least indicates common social 
development issues observable during early childhood. 
 Howlin (1986) provided a summary of research about common social behaviors 
in individuals with ASD that presents some common social developmental deficiencies.  
First, she related a 1984 study by Sigman, Ungerer, Mund, and Sherman involving 18 3- 
to 5- year old children with ASD, which indicated that children with ASD showed more 
social behaviors toward their mothers than total strangers, and that after periods of 
separation there were increased interactions with the mothers as well.  The researchers 
also added that the children with ASD interacted with their parents significantly less than 
typical peers.  The same study also looked at abnormalities in social relationships, stating 
that the children with ASD “rarely attempted to share toys or to direct adults’ attention, 
and they were least responsive to the adult’s attempts to gain their attention by pointing 
or looking at objects” (p. 110, 1986).  Furthermore, “they appeared to understand the use 
of other people as agents but failed to show any appreciation that the other person had a 
perspective that could be shared or directed” (p. 111).  Next, Howlin relates several 
studies (Ekman & Friesch, 1978; Hobson 1982, 1983, 1984; Sherman, Sigman, Ungerer, 
& Munday, 1984, as cited in Howlin, 1986) that identified that children with ASD were 
regularly unable to differentiate between or recognize emotions in facial expressions.  
Concerning eye contact, numerous studies (Howlin 1978; Mirenda et al. 1983; Rutter, 
1978, as cited in Howlin, 1986) indicate that, when compared to typical peers, children 
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with ASD exhibit more eye contact during monologues as opposed to dialogues and 
greater eye contact variability during reciprocal exchanges.  Another study by Ungerer 
and Sigman (1981, as cited in Howlin, 1986) that observed children with ASD during 
social play indicated that, although children with autism engage in the same amount of 
play as their typical peers, they prefer more to engage in asocial behaviors, such as 
solitary simple manipulation of objects.  Moreover, children with ASD “showed fewer 
complex play sequences with toys than did other children” and “significantly less verbal 
and nonverbal imitation than […] normal controls” (p. 119), and that ultimately these 
social deficits result in unsustainable interactions between them and typical peers.  
Finally, citing two studies (Lord, 1984; Rutter, 1980), Howlin suggested that children 
with ASD “are not uniformly deviant in their social behaviors; instead it is the highly 
variable and uneven development of socially related skills that is so characteristic” (p. 
123).  In other words, it is difficult to generalize certain empirical findings to the whole 
of the ASD community due to the wide spectrum of characteristics a child with ASD may 
exhibit at any given time.  She closed by stating that the two primary characteristics 
essential for establishing peer relationships are lacking in those with ASD: “the ability to 
relate in a positive and reciprocal way with peers and the ability to adapt interpersonal 
skills to the ever-changing demands of the social situation” (p. 125). 
 Shriver et al., (1999) offered numerous common characteristics of children with 
autism.  After adding a caveat that “the particular presentation of symptoms in 
individuals with autism is highly variable, and the autism population is considered highly 
heterogenous” (p. 539), they presented their proposed common characteristics in a highly 
 
26 
informative table that breaks said characteristics into core domains with accompanying 
behavioral examples: 
Table 4  
Core Domains and Examples of Behavioral Deficits/Excesses or Contributing Factors for 
Children with ASD 
Core Domain Examples of Behavioral Deficits/Excesses or Contributing 
Factors 
Social Competence Learning social interactions in an unstructured fashion 
Initiating social behavior without supports 
Sustaining social interactions in a reciprocal manner 
Joint perspective taking and joint attention 
Turn-taking 
Establishing or sustaining eye contact 
Communication Delayed use of gestures 
Use of echolalia (nonfunctional speech) 
Oddities in volume, cadence, pitch 
Failure to generalize word meanings 
Failure to understand questions 
Rarely asks “wh” questions 







Table 4 (continued) 
Behavioral 
Variability 
Interest in parts of objects (e.g. wheels) 
Negative reaction to change (e.g., attempts to control change 
through ritual) 
Preoccupation with topics or intense interest in details 
Stereotypic movements (e.g. rocking, flapping, twirling) 
Not wanting to touch certain objects/textures 
Unusual response to sounds 
Preoccupation with tasting and smelling objects 
Preoccupation with visual stimulation 
Environmental 
Influence 
Demands that are beyond the capabilities of the student (e.g. 
sitting too long, expecting performance in large group, waiting is 
required) 





Difficulty in moving around a room 
Difficulty holding a pencil or crayon 
Unusual gait in walking (watch for toe walking) 
Play/Leisure Skills Inappropriate toy play (e.g. banging toys, lining toys up) 




Inability to dress self 
Inability to feed self 
Inability to independently use toilet 





Table 4 (continued) 
General/Vocational 
Behavior 
Inability to follow directions 
Inability to follow simple rules 
Inappropriate behavior (tantrums, aggression, or self-injury in 
response to work or school demands) 
Note. Adapted from “Effective assessment of the shared and unique characteristics of 
children with autism” by Shriver, M. D. et al., 1999, School Psychology Review, 28, p. 
543-544. 
 
 Similar to the previous section, an understanding of the developmental 
deficiencies associated with ASD is necessary before proceeding into methods of 
intervention.  Knowledge of the vast array of symptoms that an individual with ASD may 
exhibit assists in identification of and assistance for children with ASD (Deisinger, 2008; 
Howlin, 1986; Schopler & Mesibov, 1986; Shriver et al., 1999).  Also, the consequences 
of said deficiencies, as presented by Kanner (1971) and Kanner et al. (1972), as cited in 
Schopler and Mesibov (1986), indicate the necessity of not just intervention, but early 
intervention.  For example, Kanner’s observations that the individuals who both 
expressed a desire to change their behaviors and were more self-aware had more 
beneficial outcomes in later life further justify early social skills instruction.  Deisinger 
(2008) echoed this as well, saying that there is a strong correlation between early 
intervention and long-term lifestyle improvement.  In summation, the awareness of both 
the symptoms of ASD and the implications of early intervention inform the necessity of 
empirically designed childhood social skills instruction.  With these concepts expansively 




There are several potential theoretical frameworks that potentially informed the 
research design and therefore merited further examination.  More specifically, three 
different theories were examined: contemporary developmental systems theory, 
marginality theory, and collective identity theory. 
  First, contemporary developmental systems theory (Lerner & Castellino, 2002) 
concerns the different levels of organization involved in a human’s life as they grow 
older in order to better understand the dynamics of child development.  Gottlieb (1992, as 
cited in Lerner & Castellino, 2002) better defined this theory as being “characterized by 
an increase in complexity or organization – that is, the emergence of new structural and 
functional properties and competencies – at all levels of analysis (molecular, subcellular, 
cellular, organismic) as a consequence of horizontal and vertical coactions among its 
parts, including organism-environment coactions.” (p. 123) This seemed suited the 
present study, as it discussed the push and pull of various factors during a child’s 
development, particularly during adolescence.  However, other frameworks were checked 
to ensure the best theoretical framework fit. 
 One other framework worth examination was marginality theory.  Gatzweiler & 
Baumüller (2014) offered a useful definition of marginality theory:  
an involuntary position and condition of an individual or group at the margins of 
social, political, economic, ecological or biophysical systems, preventing them 
from access to resources, assets, services, restraining freedom of choice, 
preventing the development of capabilities, and eventually causing (extreme) 
poverty. (p. 30) 
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This concept can be divided into two further sections: social marginality and spatial 
marginality.  Social marginality concerns the reasons behind social injustice, exclusion, 
inequality, and the spatial segregation of certain individuals.  In this sense, marginality 
can be viewed as a societal construction that can lead to spatial displacement from the 
majority population.  Spatial marginality examines how individuals are displaced into 
physical areas within culture as a result of various factors, such as proximity to 
geographical endowments like coasts, rivers, or borders, or by the influence of economic 
agents such as industry or labor markets.  This framework also somewhat fitted the 
research design, as individuals with ASD face social exclusion as a result of their 
disability, which could result in further spatial marginality through specialized placement 
in schools or, later in life, specialized living conditions like a group home.  Nevertheless, 
there was one more framework I believed related better to the present study: collective 
identity theory. 
 Collective identity theory (Ashmore et al., 2004) centers on collective 
identification, or an identity “that is shared with a group of others who have (or are 
believed to have) some characteristic(s) in common” (p. 81).  This commonality may be 
based on ethnicity, gender, occupation, political party, or other characteristics.  It does 
not require that the individual be in direct contact with others of the same characteristic, 
but rather that there is at least a psychological identification with the collective whole.  
Furthermore, said identity should be self-acknowledged by the individual; merely being 
described in a certain context by someone else does not qualify a person to fit within said 
category.  Moreover, this theory acknowledges that the individual’s self is socially 
influenced by interactions and relations with other people.  Ashmore et al., (2004) 
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developed several elements of collective identity: self-categorization, evaluation of the 
perceived identity, importance of group membership, attachment and sense of 
interdependence, social embeddedness, behavioral involvement, and content and meaning 
of the individual’s self-attributed characteristics, ideology, and narrative.  This theory fits 
the present study’s intentions well, as adolescents with ASD are likely to have similar 
experiences interacting with outside factors, such as societal expectations, and internal 
factors, such as physiological elements and behavioral or social skills.  Nevertheless, it 
was important to scrutinize each framework closely to determine which best suits the 
research design’s intentions. 
The three frameworks presented were all pertinent to the present study’s purposes.  
Contemporary developmental systems theory (Lerner & Castellino, 2002) tied well with 
the various influences that can affect adolescent development.  In addition, marginality 
theory (Gatzweiler & Baumüller, 2014) connected to the present study through the 
marginalization individuals with ASD frequently experience.  Nevertheless, of the three 
frameworks examined, collective identity theory, as described before, fit the most 
holistically with the proposed study, especially within the context of a group of 
adolescents with ASD gathering and intermingling with each other for six days.  Framing 
the research design of this study within collective identity theory helped focus the 
questioning and data collection as the study progressed through its many stages.  
Camp as an Intervention Delivery Method for ASD 
 There were several prior studies studied related to the efficacy of a camp setting 
as an intervention delivery methodology for individuals with ASD.  First, a four-week 
summer treatment camp is reviewed (Walker et al., 2010).  Next, a more inclusion 
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oriented program called “Camps on TRACKS” is discussed (Maich et al., 2015).  After 
that, a manualized summer treatment program designed by Mitchell et al. (2015) is 
presented.  Next, a robotics camp intended to reduce social anxiety and increase social 
skills is examined (Kaboski et al., 2015). Finally, two qualitative studies of camps for 
ASD are explored: one by Fullerton et al. (2002) focusing on individuals with ASD 
spread across fourteen different camps and outdoor schools and one by Wallace (2016) 
evaluating the impact on families and individuals with ASD of the Dakota Black Goose 
Family Autism Camp. 
First, Walker et al. (2010) conducted a study which surveyed whether parents and 
therapists observed a change in adaptive social behaviors in children with ASD following 
a summer treatment camp.  Twelve children, ranging from 3 to 7 years of age, attended a 
four-week summer treatment camp.  During camp, social skills lessons were taught 
across four distinct rooms:  drama, art, gym, and sensory.  To assist in the acquisition of 
social and emotional skills, such as the rules of conversation or elements of successful 
interaction, pretend play and social interaction opportunities were modeled and 
demonstrated throughout all camp activities.  Children were consistently given 
opportunities to practice these skills themselves with active support from the camp 
administrators.  The camp also focused upon themes such as “starting school” and “going 
to the beach” in order to assist in the generalization of skills gained at camp into the real 
world.  As for data collection, the researchers assessed intervention effectiveness through 
a measure they designed called the Adaptive Social Skills Measure (ASSM).   Given to 
both parents and therapists, this measure, in line with the camp treatment, focused upon 
four domains:  verbal communication, social interaction, transitions, and attention to task.  
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Parents and therapists completed the measure during the first and last week of camp.  
Results indicated that significant and positive changes were observed in the children with 
ASD by both parents and therapists following attendance of the camp.  Parents noted 
positive change on the entire scale, the verbal communication subscale, and the social 
interaction subscale, and therapists reported significant change in the total scale, as well 
as the subscales of the ASSM.  However, the parents reported no significant difference in 
the transition and attention to task subscales.  Nevertheless, the results overall indicated 
that a summer treatment setting in the form of a camp is an effective method of 
intervention delivery for students with ASD.  The researchers did note some important 
limitations, however.  Most notably, there was no manualized treatment given, so it is 
impossible to compare these results to another study, or to discount completely a placebo 
effect, rater bias, or the passage of time affecting the results.  Furthermore, the ASSM 
that was given was not normative data-based, so it limited the validity of the research 
results. Nevertheless, the researchers provided preliminary evidence that summer 
treatment camps provide encouraging effects for children with ASD. 
 Similarly, Maich et al., Quinlan (2015) studied the effects of an inclusive day-
camp called “Camps on TRACKS” among nine campers with ASD.  Four participants 
attended camp for only one week, three attended for two weeks, and two campers 
attended for five or more weeks.  Each participant was kept within a group of 
approximately 12 other day campers who were typically developing peers.  The 
researchers collected single-subject observational data using a measure derived from 
English, Shafter, Goldstein, and Kaczmarek’s (1997) Buddy Skills Program.  Baseline 
data was collected on Monday, with intervention data collected the remaining days of the 
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week.  The results from the single-subject aspect of this study were encouraging: there 
were increases in social skills among all campers as a whole, moderate changes in social 
interactions between four of the participants, and a notable inverse relationship between 
the interactions with adult camp counselors and peer-to-peer interactions.  The 
researchers also administered Social Skills Questionnaires derived from Bellini’s (2006) 
Autism Social Skills Profile to the various camp counselors.  The mean score for all 
participants increased after camp attendance.  The researchers warned that there were 
several important limitations regarding this study: the small group size limited the 
generalizability of the findings; the diverse range of the ASD symptoms displayed by the 
campers made it difficult to compare social interactions across participants; and a lack of 
a control group.  Nonetheless, the findings from this study are encouraging in support of 
campers with ASD benefitting from a summer camp setting.   
 Additionally, Mitchell et al. (2015) conducted another study of the efficacy of a 
Summer Treatment Program (STP) for students with high functioning ASD.  Twenty 
boys were observed over a 6-week period across 6 years.  Prior to the start of the 
program, the researchers asked parents and classroom teachers to complete the Behavior 
Assessment System for Children – Second Edition (BASC-2) and the Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Rating Scale.  The children participated in various activities each day, 
including social skills groups, skills and drills sessions, recreational activities, art, yoga, 
and academic classroom time.  Many empirically supported treatments were delivered 
during these sessions, such as the behavioral point system, social and sport skills training, 
daily report cards, and parent training.  The daily social skills lessons revolved around 
four key areas: communication, cooperation, validation, and participation.  The STP itself 
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is a manualized and highly structured program, so implementation was consistently 
delivered to ensure fidelity.  According to the results, the STP was very effective in 
improving social behavior in its participants.  Across the 6 weeks of the program, 
substantial gains were observed in paying attention, following activity rules, contributing 
to group discussions, and reducing complaining/whining, while moderate gains were 
observed in the areas of compliance to adult requests and reduction of verbal abuse to 
others.  The researchers did note some limitations, however.  First, they failed to formally 
assess children after the program to determine if participants retained said gains.  Finally, 
though the STP was very effective, the methodology failed to isolate exactly what 
components of the STP produced such gains; future studies could use a more detailed 
measure of social skills to determine the effectiveness of the curriculum. 
 Kaboski et al. (2015) conducted a weeklong summer camp where adolescents 
with ASD and typical peers learned to program a robot while working collaboratively in 
pairs.  Participants were taught social skills based partly on Koegel et al.’s (2012, as cited 
in Kaboski et al., 2015) model of social performance.  Researchers conducted supervised 
practice of collaborative and robotics skills during paired robotics-related activities.  
Participants included eight males with ASD and eight typically developing peers.  
Seventy-four participants were given a battery of tests to determine inclusion criteria, of 
which 32 met said criteria. From the 32 who qualified, the researchers created pairs based 
on age, gender, grade in school, IQ, and language skills.  Social anxiety was measured 
using the self-report Social Anxiety Scale for Children-Revised (SASC-R; La Greca & 
Lopez, 1998, as cited in Kaboski et al., 2015) or Social Anxiety Scale Adolescents (La 
Greca & Stone, 1993, as cited in Kaboski et al., 2015).  Social skills were measured using 
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the parent-report Social Skills Improvement System (SSIS; Gresham & Elliott, 2008).  
Robotics knowledge was measured through a short factual quiz.  The intervention lasted 
for three hours a day over five consecutive days.  The first four days consisted of group 
instruction on robotic programming and working collaboratively for half of the day, then 
actual programming of a robot in the second half of the day.  The fifth day consisted of a 
demonstration of a programmed robot demonstrating appropriate social skills with the 
audience.  The results of the study indicated that self-reported anxiety in participants was 
significantly reduced, but there was no corresponding increase in social skills, although 
all exhibited an increase in robotics knowledge.  Noted limitations included a small 
sample size and lack of long-term follow-up.  The authors suggested that future research 
should focus on a longitudinal, larger-scale study of the same intervention. 
 Though there is a plethora of quantitative data on the subject of summer camps as 
an intervention methodology for children with ASD, there are very few qualitative 
studies.  One exception is Fullerton et al.’s (2002) study examining outcomes of inclusive 
programs across 14 camps and outdoor schools.  The researchers selected six individuals 
for use as case study subjects at each site: three youth with disabilities and three youth 
without disabilities.  The authors chose one subject with a severe disability, one subject 
with a mild-moderate disability, and one subject with a disability that is typical or often 
seen among participants at the site.  The researchers interviewed both counselors and 
parents using a script to ensure consistency.  Nine specific areas were addressed: social 
interactions, communication with others, taking responsibility, self-reliance, self-esteem, 
participation in recreation, skill achievement, self-help, and respect for others.  Data 
analysis was focused through the constant comparative method (Mayhut & Morehouse, 
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1994).  For the majority of youth with disabilities, both counselors and parents reported 
growth in one or more of the observed areas.  Positive growth also occurred for youth 
without disabilities.  Most often, self-esteem and self-reliance were the primary growth 
areas.  One mother of a 15-year-old boy with ASD noted, "He has become more self-
reliant since returning from camp. [For example,] he now puts dishes in the sink after 
meals. He shows continued growth in keeping himself busy with his own free-time 
activities" (p. 29).  The study concludes with the suggestion that further research should 
more thoroughly record the individual experiences of campers directly from the campers 
themselves. 
 Another qualitative study by Wallace (2016) reflected the effects of the Dakota 
Black Goose Family Autism Camp on families containing children with ASD.  Over 
three days, 17 families participated in various activities, such as informational sessions, 
specialized speakers, fishing, horseback riding, and arts and crafts.  A mixed-method 
research design called sequential explanatory (Cresswell, 2003, as cited in Wallace, 
2016) was employed to derive the phenomenon experienced by the families.  Pre- and 
post-camp surveys were administered to a parent or responsible adult of the child with 
ASD.  This was supported by follow-up interviews subsequently coded into recurrent 
themes.  Only 12 out of 17 families completed both the pre- and post-camp surveys, and 
only four families were available by follow-up interview.  The quantitative results 
indicated that most of the families either agreed or strongly agreed on survey items, such 
as “I received new information about my child”, “I received new information about 
advocacy”, or “My child/children had opportunities to interact with other children who 
have Autism Spectrum Disorder” (p. 1448).  The follow-up interviews reflected three 
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dominant themes: the impact of information learned at camp, the impact of the family-
focused atmosphere, and recommendations for future camps.  Limitations identified by 
the present researcher included a lack of a social skills specific component, use of 
activities that may or may not therapeutically benefit participants, no assurance of 
reliability or validity in either quantitative or qualitative measurements, very limited 
quantity of qualitative data, no indication of demographic consistency of those 
interviewed, and absolutely no discussion of how the quantitative and qualitative results 
related to each other. 
 Clearly, research supported camps or summer treatment programs as an effective 
intervention delivery method for children with ASD.  However, since this study 
addressed qualitative research involving individuals with ASD, and there was a shortage 
of data regarding qualitative research of ASD camps, then the next logical step was to 
discuss literature concerning qualitative research of camps for children with other 
specialized issues. 
Qualitative Research on Camps for Children with Other Specialized Issues 
While the prior section dealt with quantitative and qualitative research on camps 
for individuals with ASD, it was important to also examine more qualitative research 
designs, as these approaches were more in line with the present study’s research question 
and methodology.  However, there was limited qualitative research on camps for 
individuals with ASD.  Therefore, it was necessary to focus on qualitative research on 
camps for children with other specialized issues.  As such, qualitative investigations on 
various camps are discussed: a camp for adolescents with serious illnesses (Gillard & 
Allsop, 2016), a camp for children with chronic heart disease (Bultas, Seurer, Balakas, 
 
39 
Brooks & Fields, 2015), and an adoption camp for Chinese-American teens (Brocious, 
2014).  
Gillard and Allsop (2016) conducted qualitative research exploring the 
experiences of adolescents with serious illnesses at a summer camp called The Hole in 
the Wall Gang Camp.  Twenty-four children aged 14-15 with various diseases such as 
cancer, sickle cell disease, HIV/AIDS, or metabolic diseases were interviewed.  Using 
Lerner’s contemporary developmental systems theory (Lerner & Castellino, 2002) as its 
guiding framework, the researchers focused upon how the camp influenced campers’ 
developmental progression.  Interviews were videotaped and presented to subjects as part 
of a “senior camper” documentary project.  The interviewer asked the following 
questions: “What is your favorite memory from camp?”, “What makes camp special?”, 
“What would you take from camp?”, “What is the meaning of camp in your life?”, and 
“What advice do you have for younger campers?”. The resulting data was analyzed using 
interpretative phenomenological analysis.  The two researchers identified themes they 
observed separately, then discussed their findings and decided upon eight primary themes 
suitable to the framework of the study: sense of belonging, enjoyment, being myself, 
positive affect, camp programming, adult staff, personal growth, and escape.  The two 
biggest themes were “being myself” and “sense of belonging”.  Limitations once again 
centered on the issues of small sample size and generalizability.  The researchers also 
suggested that future interviews be attempted without video recording, so campers feel 
less self-conscious about their replies. 
Bultas et al. (2015) led a qualitative study involving children with chronic heart 
disease (CHD) and a five-day overnight recreational experience.  Thirty-six children with 
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CHD ranging from ages 8 to 15 were interviewed using the photovoice method.  Children 
were provided disposable cameras at the start of camp and instructed to take pictures of 
“what about camp is special.” The pictures they took guided the interview process 
conducted at the end of camp.  An interview guide was developed by the researchers to 
ensure reliability, and included such questions as “Tell me what is special about this 
picture?” and “What does this picture say to you about the camp?”.  Parent data were  
collected using open-ended survey questions.  All responses were transcribed and 
analyzed using qualitative description (Sandelowski, 2000).  The researchers categorized 
identified themes into two groups.  The first group, external outcomes, included such 
themes as the importance of friendship, inclusion in a peer group, fun, and feelings of 
safety.  Some children described stronger friendships with peers they met at camp than 
peers they saw on a more frequent basis.  The second group of themes, internal or 
personal outcomes, included such topics as personal growth, changes in self-esteem, 
changes in character, and life’s possibilities.  Many children also identified the 
importance of counselors as role-models.  Three parent themes emerged from the parent 
data set: increased child confidence, increased child independence, and child feelings of 
normalcy.  The authors noted some limitations, such as the possibility that the results may 
be due to repeated yearly camp experiences, rather than just one camp experience.  They 
also noted that following up several months after the end of camp could help evaluate the 
long-term effects of the experience. 
In addition, Brocious (2014) examined outcomes of Chinese-American teens 
attending a week-long adoption camp for Chinese adopted teens and how they experience 
collective identity, marginality, and belonging.  She focused her findings through two 
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theoretical frameworks: collective identity theory, or an identity that is shared with others 
who have the same characteristics as oneself, and marginality theory, or being viewed as 
relatively different from the norm.  Using mixed-method design, she administered two 
surveys to determine pre- and post-camp experiences, as well as in-depth 
phenomenological interviews with five participants.  Several themes emerged from these 
interviews: “the importance of developing relationships at camp”, “what we do at camp is 
important”, “having connections with other adoptees is harder at home”, and “I’m 
equipped to handle racism”.  In both the quantitative and qualitative data, it was noted 
that campers felt they could “attend camp, feel connected, be understood, and make 
powerful relationships that they can maintain long after camp is over” (p. 856).  There 
were no limitations noted. 
Although the aforementioned qualitative studies did not observe children with 
ASD, they still looked at children with similar issues that tended to leave them feeling 
marginalized or misunderstood, feelings that individuals with ASD similarly struggle 
with.  Several techniques and frameworks could be carried over to a qualitative study of 
children with ASD, such as the photovoice method, contemporary developmental systems 
theory, collective identity theory, marginality theory, and interpretive phenomenological 
analysis.  While examining studies related to camps for children with ASD and studies 
related to camps for children with different, yet similarly specialized issues yielded 
helpful information, it was also important to find qualitative analysis techniques of 
researchers who worked with individuals with ASD, since said individuals will be the 
participants of the study. 
 
42 
Qualitative Research Involving Individuals with ASD 
Despite there being a dearth of qualitative data regarding camps for individuals 
with ASD, there were several notable studies involving individuals with ASD which 
employed qualitative methodologies.  As such, three studies are reviewed in this section: 
a study looking at the observations of caregivers and individuals with ASD as they 
transition into adulthood (First, Cheak-Zamora & Teti, 2016), a study examining 
relationships of individuals with ASD and their siblings (Tozer et al., 2013), and research 
involving teachers and parents of students with ASD examining perceptions of anger, 
anxiety, and depression within said students (Nasir & Tahir, 2012). 
First et al. (2016) conducted a qualitative study with 19 caregivers and thirteen 
adolescents with ASD focusing upon the stressful transition into adulthood.  They 
focused their study through the lens of family stress theory (McCubbin et al., 1980) and 
ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), positing that families exist within a 
larger environmental system that includes schools, medical systems, and federal policies, 
and that the family’s ability to cope with said stressors depends on a number of factors.  
The researchers used a phenomenological qualitative approach to describe the shared 
meaning of the individuals’ experiences.  Four focus groups (two for adolescents, two for 
caregivers) were conducted with semistructured focus group questions developed from 
the authors’ research findings.  Adolescent questions included “What aspect(s) of 
becoming an adult do you feel most comfortable about?” and “What help do you need the 
most as you become an adult?”.  Caregivers were asked similar questions, except framed 
within the context of perceptions of their child, instead of perceptions of the caregivers 
themselves.  After reviewing and coding their transcript data, the researchers were able to 
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identify these common themes: encountering challenges in receiving services, difficulties 
with adapting to transition changes and managing multiple responsibilities, and higher 
education and vocation challenges.  Among the limitations that were noted, most 
noticeable was that “group dialogue was sometimes difficult for the adolescent 
participants” (p. 232) due to the communication issues related to ASD.  They suggested 
that future studies supplement focus groups with individual interviews to increase 
participation. 
 Tozer et al., (2013) also conducted a qualitative study among individuals with 
ASD to examine relationships with their siblings.  The researchers remarked that 
individuals with ASD are often excluded from research which is about them, so they 
included siblings of individuals with ASD during interviews in order to ease the 
interview process. Twenty-one adult siblings from 17 families and 11 service personnel 
were questioned using semi-structured interviews via websites.  Since the interviewers 
only met with the participants once, they prepared a social story about meeting the 
researcher that the sibling could use to prepare the individual with ASD for the 
encounter.  There does not seem to be any method they utilized to analyze the data, but 
the researchers noted that meeting with the siblings seemed to go well, as the individuals 
with ASD were more comfortable and communicative with their sibling present.  Besides 
the lack of analytical methodology, other limitations of the study included only one 
interview being conducted, lack of time to prepare the sibling and individual with ASD 
for the interview, and research funding.  The researchers ended their article with the 
suggestion that future researchers focus on preparation of the individual with ASD 
beforehand to facilitate stronger and more relevant data. 
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 Nasir and Tahir (2012) directed a qualitative study of teachers and parents of 
children with ASD in Pakistan in order to inspect levels of anger, anxiety, and depression 
among said children.  Seven individuals ranging in age from 3-18 were sampled using 
purposeful sampling from two institutes that dealt primarily with individuals with ASD.  
Once again, a phenomenological approach was used to fully understand participants’ 
perspectives. Semi-structured interviews were conducted using interview guides derived 
from literature reviews and brainstorming, but no theoretical framework.  Questions 
focused upon anger, anxiety, and depression/sadness.  The researchers conducted 
thematic analysis of the results, using open coding, development of themes, and focused 
coding.  Analysis provided several recurrent themes.  Anger was the most prevalent 
emotion of the three discussed, most commonly centering on something being done 
against the will of the individual with ASD.  The majority of participants also reported 
anxiety, especially when left alone or forced to adapt to a change in their environment.  
As for depression, the researchers noted that the children with ASD tended to express 
their sadness differently than typical peers: rather than crying and displaying a sad face, 
the children with ASD expressed their depression through irritability and loss of interest 
in activities.  No limitations were addressed in this study. 
 Qualitative research involving individuals with ASD is a burgeoning field.  It is 
important to note that although each of the studies presented involved individuals with 
ASD, none of them effectively involved their perspectives in the research, if they were 
interviewed at all.  Most of this was blamed on the nature of the communicative 
difficulties inherent to the disability (First et al., 2016; Tozer et al., 2013).  Therefore, it 
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was pertinent to analyze a qualitative technique that would better facilitate 
communication between the researcher and participants: photovoice. 
Research Using Photovoice 
 Since its introduction as a qualitative tool in 1994 (Wang & Burris), photovoice 
has been a useful instrument in many qualitative studies.  To better understand the 
techniques of photovoice, the methodology is examined across four different studies: one 
that explored how older adults conceptualized risk-taking behaviors (Rush, Murphy, & 
Kozak, 2012), another that was centered around the perceptions of hope and spirituality 
in African-American adolescents (Harley & Hunn, 2014), and most pertinent to the 
present research design, two studies examining the efficacy of photovoice as a qualitative 
methodology for individuals with ASD (Carnahan, 2006; Ha & Whittaker, 2016). 
To start, Rush et al. (2012) employed photovoice in a study designed to explore 
how older adults conceptualize risk.  Seventeen individuals over 65 years of age were 
selected in a purposeful sample to research.  At their first meeting with researchers, the 
individuals were told to take pictures of any risks they chose to over the course of one 
week.  They were also asked to keep brief recordings about each picture they took, 
including the time of day, what the individual was doing, where they were, what the risk 
was that was being photographed, and why was the risk being taken.  After one week, the 
cameras and pictures were collected and developed.  Once all the photographs were 
developed, the researchers asked the participants to return.  The prints were displayed 
randomly, and the participants were asked to select and group, if necessary, the photo 
prints that best represented what risk meant within the context of various categories, such 
as risk to health, risk to quality of life, etc.  The adults were then asked to explain “the 
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context of the photos; how the subject of the photo became a risk; how it affected their 
life; what they did to manage it; how it had changed over time; and whether or not they 
saw it as a risk for others their age” (p. 450).  The researchers recorded and transcribed 
the data, and then analyzed it for themes.  They reported that four main themes emerged: 
types of perceived risks, connotations of risk, risk saliency, and approaches to risk.  They 
also determined that “older adults view risk as constructive and personally relevant, and 
as something to be taken, and need to be supported in risk taking rather than risk 
avoidance” (p. 448).  Photovoice was an invaluable tool for the researchers to arrive at 
this conclusion, with the researchers noting that it “provided a subjective, reflective 
opportunity for [participants] to visually define, depict and explain the meaning of risk as 
they saw, lived, and understood it” (p. 457). 
 Another study that employed photovoice as a technique was Harley and Hunn’s 
(2014) research into the perceptions of hope and spirituality from the perspective of 
African-American adolescents.  Sixteen participants were selected from a neighborhood 
in east Columbus, Ohio, and given an initial interview to glean how they experience 
feelings of hope.  After the interviews were completed, participants were then given a 
disposable camera and instructed to take pictures that represented hope over a one-week 
period.  After the cameras were collected and pictures developed, participants were given 
a second interview, and asked to discuss their photographs and to answer the following 
questions: “1. What do you see here? 2. What’s really happening here? 3.  How does this 
photograph make you hopeful? 4. What can we do about it?” (p. 9).  Once the interviews 
were over, the researchers transcribed the audio recordings, and assigned codes to chunks 
of data.  They employed constant comparative analysis “to systematically search for 
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similarities and differences in the data, ultimately to determine what was meaningful in 
the data” (p. 9).  Three peer debriefers were used to assist in labeling of code and to 
confirm themes.  Through the analysis, the researchers concluded that the “participants 
experienced hope and spirituality through church attendance and God as a source of 
protection and help” (p. 9) due to repeated biblical imagery in the photographs, such as 
pictures of a church, a painting of someone praying and reading the Bible, and an 
ornamental angel.  The researchers did note some limitations.  Of the 16 cameras given 
out, only 10 of said cameras were returned, and the small sample size limited 
generalizability. However, the researchers did champion the use of photovoice as a 
technique to be used with children, stating that “children and adolescents in treatment 
may not always possess the verbal skills to fully express their feelings about particular 
topics.  The use of photography offers a non-threatening manner in which to share 
sensitive topics with social workers and other adults” (p. 13).  However, its efficacy as a 
qualitative method has also been measured in a couple of studies involving students with 
autism. 
 Carnahan (2006) conducted a photovoice-centered study of five teachers’ stories 
of inclusive practices for students with autism.  Four out of five of these teachers were 
instructed to take photographs of students with autism within the general education 
setting, while one took photographs of a student with Down’s syndrome in a similar 
manner.  After the pictures were developed, each teacher selected two to three pictures to 
share in group meetings that occurred four times over five weeks.  After transcribing and 
coding the interviews, Carnahan identified three emergent themes: issues of membership 
and belonging, the child’s influence on the environment, and professional development.  
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Next, the researcher selected two kindergarten students with autism and five typically 
developing peers and were instructed to photograph items of interest in school and home 
environments.  After development of picures, the children selected 10 photographs to 
share in a group session.  Carnahan observed that photovoice increased the students’ 
interest in the activity and also displayed greater independence, though it was not clear 
how this was measured.  In lieu of transcription of interviews, Carnahan chose to view 
videos of the student photovoice sessions to determine what aspects of the process 
influence this increased participation and independence.  Two recurrent themes were 
identified: removing barriers to participation through structured membership activities 
and incorporating topics of interests from student photographs.  In a handful of tables, 
Carnahan justifies these themes through rich detail of the behavior of the children with 
autism both pre- and post-photovoice session.  The researcher added that the study 
resulted in some implications.  First, teachers should structure activities to promote 
interest and understanding for all students.  Next, once students are able to demonstrate 
the activity independently, the teacher should fade into the background and support 
student discovery.  Finally, and perhaps most germane to the present study, Carnahan 
wrote, “the photovoice process increased involvement in group activities by removing 
language barriers, structuring the learning tasks, and incorporating student interests” (p. 
49).  Although there were no limitations noted, there were quite a few flaws to 
Carnahan’s research design and results.  These include no accompanying data to 
triangulate results, a very small group size, no analysis of transcript data, identification of 
tenuous student themes since only observations of video were employed, little no to 
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explanation of the research design, and lack of demographic information.  Nevertheless, 
the idea that photovoice increases interaction and independence is reassuring. 
 Another study that employed photovoice with children with autism occurred in 
Hanoi, Vietnam with nine children aged from 10 to 17 years old with ASD (Ha & 
Whittaker, 2016).  Although the researchers initially instructed students to take pictures 
related to certain themes such as ‘my family’, ‘my school,’ ‘what I like’, and others, this 
was quickly abandoned after the researchers realized students were taking photos relevant 
to their own interests.  The researchers attempted to adapt to this through the use of two 
comparative analysis methodologies.  First, they employed content analysis, which 
allows researchers to objectively analyze visual materials to a small number of codes.  
Second, they used participatory analysis, in which the children were asked questions 
related to their own pictures taken.  After analyzing 2,142 photos, they found that the 
majority of photos were of objects, people, advertisements, and the self.  Using case 
studies, the researchers quickly discovered the discrepancy between the content analysis 
and participatory analysis.  For example, during content analysis, the researchers 
reviewed a photo of tiles on a floor and people’s shoes and determined that this might 
indicate an interest in the spaces between objects or the repetitive patterns of the tiles.  
However, when asked of this, the student contradicted them: “It is my shoe.  I love these 
shoes, but it has a small hole in my shoe, and my mom does not know about it” (p. 555).  
Other students were unable to verbally communicate, so the researchers had to look to 
parents and teachers to provide context of photos.  However, some themes were 
identified within case studies, such as exclusion from peer groups, exploration of the 
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outside world, and sensory preferences.  Although the results were limited, Ha and 
Whittaker stated that  
photovoice empowered the children … as active collaborators and shifted the 
power imbalance in the relationships between researcher and research participants 
… especially given that children with ASD have difficulties engaging in verbal 
modes of communication with other people. (p. 559) 
Even though no limitations were identified by the researchers, some issues did occur 
during the course of the study.  First, the inclusion of non-verbal participants made 
accurate analysis of the photographs near-impossible.  Second, there was little to no 
explanation of the reasoning behind the very few themes identified, let alone any level of 
triangulation outside of comparing the two analysis methodologies.  Furthermore, there 
was almost no explanation of the method.  In any case, looking at the limitations and 
strengths of all four studies undoubtedly assisted in the present study’s research design 
and analysis. 
Summation of Literature Review 
 There were several lessons to be learned from previous studies.  First, 
examination of the developmental milestones for typical children and children with ASD 
assisted in both determining the appropriate theoretical framework for the study and 
selection of the most appropriate interventions and research methods (Adams et al., 1983; 
Deisinger, 2008; Durlak et al., 2015; Howlin, 1986; Jenkins et al., 2017; Leyden & Shale, 
2012; Nakkula & Tosshalis, 2006; Rothbart, 2011; Schopler & Mesibov, 1986; Shriver et 
al., 1999).  Next, there was ample research supporting camps or summer treatment 
programs as effective in yielding positive outcomes for children with ASD (Fullerton et 
 
51 
al., 2002; Kaboski et al., 2015; Maich et al., 2015; Mitchell et al., 2015; Walker et al., 
2010), which was directly related to the setting of the present study.  Third, the 
examination of qualitative data regarding summer camps for children with specialized 
illnesses revealed that camps assist these children in acceptance of their personal 
differences, a feeling of belonging, and other positive outcomes (Brocious, 2014; Bultas 
et al., 2015; Gillard & Allsop, 2016).  Furthermore, the use of photovoice as an interview 
technique (Bultas et al., 2015; Harley & Hunn, 2014; Rush et al., 2012) seemed 
particularly useful in facilitating interactions between the interviewer and an individual 
that may struggle with communication issues, as children with ASD usually do 
(Carnahan, 2006; Ha & Whittaker, 2016).  Moreover, several helpful developmental 
frameworks were examined, such as developmental systems theory (Lerner & Castellino, 
2002), collective identity theory (Ashmore et al.,  2004), and marginality theory (Hall, 
Stevens, & Meleis, 1994), but choosing collective identity theory for this study was most 
appropriate for the phenomenological approach used.  Finally, the examination of 
qualitative studies involving individuals with ASD, as well as some of the other studies in 
the other three lines of research, assisted in determining that the best method of analysis 
would be phenomenological qualitative analysis (First et al., 2016; Nasir & Tahir, 2012; 
Tozer et al., 2013). 
 There were three prominent gaps in the literature that needed to be addressed with 
this study.  Most obviously, there appeared to be very limited qualitative analysis of 
summer camps for individuals with ASD (Fullerton et al., 2002), and even this study did 
not derive data from participants themselves. This is unfortunate, as it limited the 
accuracy of the qualitative data having not been derived from the individuals themselves.  
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Additionally, one of the studies noted the difficulty in pulling information out of the 
children with ASD due to the nature of the communicative disability ASD imposes (First 
et al., 2016), so the present study’s use of photovoice in mitigating this issue could 
contribute to the research base supporting its efficacy for research involving ASD.  
Finally, two of the studies included that did employ photovoice had many flaws in 
research design that contributed to limited results, primarily due to lack of qualitative 
triangulation techniques and inconsistent data collection methodologies (Carnahan, 2006; 






 Qualitative analysis using photovoice methodology was employed to gauge 
whether adolescent participants experienced positive social skills outcomes following 
attendance of a six-day treatment camp designed for adolescents with ASD.  Data was 
collected from individual interviews, a group interview, three observations, and the 
Social Skills Improvement System Rating Scales (SSIS-RS).  This chapter details 
research design, research site, research participants, instruments, data collection, data 
analysis, and perceived internal threats to validity/reliability and how the efforts by which 
they were minimized. 
Research Design 
This study employed a phenomenological qualitative approach to derive the 
shared experiences of children with ASD at Camp Jigsaw.   A qualitative approach was 
the most appropriate for this study, which aimed to capture the positive outcomes of a 
social skills intervention camp using more than quantitative results.  Due to the nature of 
communicative deficits among individuals with ASD, it can be difficult to elicit 
information with normal face-to-face interviewing.  Therefore, interviews were 
conducted using the photovoice method (Wang & Burris, 1994).  This technique uses 
photographs to guide communication between the interviewee and interviewer.  The 
resulting dialogue surrounding said pictures creates potent data (Plunkett et al., 2013).  
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The subjects were provided disposable cameras at the start of camp and asked to take 
pictures of “what about camp is special.”  On the third day of camp, the pictures were 
given back to the participants, and, using an interview guide (see Appendix A) the 
researcher discussed each picture with each individual student.  After the individual 
interviews, a group discussion with all participants was held to assist in collecting the 
shared experience of the campers.  The interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed 
verbatim, and analyzed using qualitative description (Sandelowski, 2000) and NVivo 
analysis software.  Recurrent themes were derived from the analysis.  To assist in 
reliability and validity of data, the photovoice results were supplemented with three 
observations of the participants during camp activities, as well as data derived from the 
SSIS-RS.  Furthermore, a peer reviewed the analysis results to ensure accuracy.  
Research Context 
 The participants for this study came from Camp Jigsaw, a social skills 
intervention camp designed for individuals with ASD.  Camp Jigsaw is held every 
summer for six days on the campus of a southeastern university in the United States of 
America.  The purpose of camp was to teach social and self-determination skills to 
adolescents with ASD while providing them a safe and welcoming environment where 
they could practice said skills across a variety of contexts. Adolescents resided in a 
university dormitory away from parental care.  Campers participated in activities such as 
direct social and self-determination skills instruction, swimming, attending the movies, 





Due to the limited time frame and personnel, only eight campers from Camp 
Jigsaw were involved in the study.  While involving more participants would yield 
stronger results, certain limitations, such as lack of research personnel and very limited 
time made it impossible to conduct the study using all of the attending campers.  
Participants were adolescents between the ages of 13 and 18 with an educational 
diagnosis of ASD.  Since there were no female campers to select from, only male 
adolescents were used.  All were either in middle school or high school.  Random 
sampling was employed to ensure validity of camper selection, although it was later 
determined that purposeful sampling would have been more representative.  Only first 
year attendees could participate to ensure reliability of this year’s intervention results.  
Geographical origin of the subjects theoretically varied, as campers traveled from around 
the country to participate in Camp Jigsaw.  However, all interviewing and group 
discussion did take place on the site of the camp.  Pseudonyms were randomly generated 
and assigned to protect personal identity.  Participants were identified as David, Derrick, 




Table 5  
Participants and Available Demographics 
Participants Age State of Origin 
David 15 Mississippi 
Derrick 17 Mississippi 
Ernest 17 Mississippi 
Jason 15 Mississippi 
Johnathan 16 Mississippi 
Ray 14 Mississippi 
Robert 17 Mississippi 
William 18 Mississippi 
 
 
For illustrative purposes, the eight participants are described in the following 
sections. 
David 
David, 15, was a very sociable and kind-hearted young man.  Although subdued, 
he always had a smile on his face and seemed to enjoy any experience offered to him.  
During camp, he was almost always playing UNO with friends.  In interviews, although 
friendly and helpful, he struggled heavily with the questioning, which may be a result of 
either language or cognitive deficits. 
Speaking to this, his IEP stated that he had severe academic gaps: although he 
understood the mechanics of language and his word recognition was at a 7th grade level, 
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he operated at a 2nd grade level in reading comprehension and a 4th grade level in math.  
Nevertheless, he was noted as being a very hard worker who would remain focused on 
assignments until he was satisfied with the final product.  However, he struggled with 
remaining confident with his work.  Socially, he usually could be found laughing and 
joking with peers and was reported to have made several friends among his classmates.  It 
was also noted that he had gained significant ground in communication skills during the 
2016-2017 school year. 
Derrick 
Derrick was one of the most pleasant of all participants to talk with.  A 17-year-
old, he could be frequently observed with a smile on his face or supporting other, less-
functional campers with various issues.  In fact, his social skills and level of functioning 
were so great that his ASD was barely perceptible at all.  Upon inspection of his IEP, his 
ASD seemed to be more reflected in developmental delays in language that he had 
progressively ameliorated as he advanced academically.  He was described as having low 
comprehension skills, struggling in reading and writing, and having very poor 
handwriting.  Furthermore, assessments indicated that he functioned on a second-grade 
level in math.  Nevertheless, his verbal communication ability was top-notch, especially 
as observed by the researcher in interviews and camp situations.  Unfortunately, he 
seemingly struggled with making and maintaining friendships outside of the school 
setting, and he stated over and over that the primary benefit of camp, for him, was that he 
was able to make new friends that he could remain in contact with after camp ended.  As 
reflected in the results section, Derrick provided rich, salient responses to interview 




Ernest, 17, was arguably the most communicative and friendly camper of all the 
participants.  Socially, he interacted wonderfully with all of the other campers and 
counselors, and could be usually found playing Monopoly with a select group of other 
campers.  However, he also loved every moment of camp, especially during field trips.  
In interviews, he provided in-depth, thoughtful responses, and, out of all participants, was 
the only one who self-identified as having autism. 
No IEP was provided to Camp Jigsaw, so social and academic functioning within 
school settings cannot be reported. 
Jason 
 Jason was an honest and sincere 15-year-old young man who answered questions 
in a monotone, gentle manner.  Hailing from a small town in Mississippi, he reported 
having some friends, but mostly staying at home during free periods of time.  He enjoyed 
music, and could frequently be found practicing guitar in his camp dorm room.  
Academically, he was more than functional, operating above a 12th-grade level according 
to STAR math scores, as well as a 1080 Lexile level, also determined by 
STAR.  However, it was noted that he struggled with writing responses, especially when 
they demanded creative, more abstract work.  He did not complete constructive response 
tasks and would not compose essays.  Even with advanced organizers, he struggled.  It 
was not indicated whether this was due to language difficulties resulting from ASD or 
personal motivation; it may have been both.  After high school, Jason wished to work in 
either the information technology field or learn and apply music theory. 
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 Socially, the difficulties that arose due to Jason’s ASD manifested generally 
through the academic struggles he experienced not from ability, but due to frequent 
absenteeism.  Rather than accommodating these struggles with increased effort, Jason 
only further complicated matters by displaying annoyance, aggravation, feigned illness, 
or complete non-communication to peers and teachers.  Even though he was functionally 
capable of completing most tasks, these disparate issues, combined with inadequate time 
management skills, led to grades unrepresentative of his academic level. 
 During the interview, Jason was terse, but responsive.  He had little to no trouble 
understanding the content of the questions asked of him, and he was not difficult to elicit 
responses from.  However, these responses, though meaningful, were succinct, matched 
his general manner.  At camp, the reclusive behaviors previously mentioned could be 
observed by his frequent retreat to his room to play music or quietly reflect.  When it was 
required for him to participate in group activities, he would initially be slightly grumpy 
but eventually comply and even enjoy himself.  Of all participants, he was the only one 
who noted that he was ready to get home at the end of camp, as opposed to others who 
wanted more time with newfound friends.  Jason seemed to find comfort in his home life, 
which is again consistent with the behaviors observed in the school setting. 
Jonathan  
Jonathan was a 16-year-old entering 11th grade during his tenure at Camp Jigsaw.  
A Mississippi native, he was tall, lean, well-mannered, and hoped to one day find 
employment as a police officer.  At school, Jonathan’s primary educational setting was 
within a special education classroom, with elective classes providing him an opportunity 
to integrate and participate with non-disabled peers and develop relationships with non-
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special education teachers.  Academically, though Jonathan was a diligent worker, he 
operated significantly below grade level: he could read texts between the 2nd and 3rd 
grade reading level, and he was able to compute single and double-digit addition and 
substation problems without a calculator.  Furthermore, due to an articulation disorder, 
Jonathan received speech services from a speech and language pathologist, who noted 
that although his speech was intelligible, it frequently contained conversational errors. 
Unsurprisingly, Jonathan’s ASD primarily affected his social skills.  Although he 
had several friends he enjoyed high fiving and fist bumping both within the special 
education and general education classroom, any slight disruption in routine or schedule 
resulted in a change of mood accompanied by an eventual outburst characterized by 
crying, loud screaming, and escaping the classroom to find solace in the restroom.  He 
also occasionally made negative comments to peers, though this was noted to be 
improving. Conversationally, though he displayed the ability to appropriately converse 
with others, he displayed difficulty in accurately expressing himself. 
Within the interview, the researcher observed many of these communication 
issues firsthand.  It was very difficult to elicit useful data from Jonathan.  In fact, as 
shown in Table 6, Jonathan’s interview was the second-longest lasting of all eight 
participants at almost 26 minutes, not due to an abundance of information, but due to 
difficulty in Jonathan understanding the questions and expressing himself.  Many 
clarifying questions were necessary, and the researcher regularly employed purposeful 
silence to ensure Jonathan had adequate time to process the questions being asked.  





 A 15-year-old entering seventh grade, Ray definitely had no issues expressing 
himself; indeed, he enjoyed talking about a variety of things, as long as he was the one 
directing conversation.  He loved to talk about topics such as Doctor Who, coin 
collecting, animals, books, or new facts he had learned or new events occurring in his 
life.  In school, he was served through a mixture of self-contained, resource, and general 
education classes, having transitioned into the latter two over the prior three 
years.  Though he was linguistically expressive, he had severe academic deficits, 
especially in math.  Although in seventh grade, he was still struggling with the basic four 
operations.  As long as he had a cheat sheet, he could add, subtract, and multiply multiple 
digit numbers and regrouping as needed, but still had difficulty with simple division.  In 
language arts, he was able to complete most work as long as it did not require extensive 
writing; he also exhibited deep spelling deficits. 
 Functionally, Ray was able to conduct many necessary life skills on his own.  He 
was hygienic, woke himself up, took his own medication, make his own lunch, and 
dressed himself.  He even was capable of using money to pay for items and make change.  
His primary social deficits were related to observation of social cues.  It was also noted 
that he struggled with observing the personal space of others and touching classmates 
without permission.  At camp this also was observed; he frequently asked for hugs from 
others during inopportune moments.  However, his IEP mentioned that for the first time 
in his life Ray had been mentioning friends made at school.  Conversationally, he was 
skilled, but all conversations would revolve around a topic of his choosing.   
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During the interview, it was difficult to keep Ray focused, as he frequently went 
off task or topic, and as the questioning related to the photos were not of his choosing, his 
responses were minimal.  He also struggled with questions that necessitated deep, critical 
thinking or abstract thought.  He would respond most often with “I don’t know”, and only 
after further probing from the researcher would he yield more information. 
Robert 
 At 17 years of age, Robert interacted appropriately with both camper peers and 
adults while at Jigsaw.  Usually one of the first campers to wake, he could be heard 
greeting everyone as they came down from their rooms.  Interestingly, whether bidden or 
unbidden, he also could usually be heard discussing biblical topics, and reassuring others 
on religious matters in concise statements like, “God takes care of all of us.”  During 
interviews, he was very helpful and provided more complex responses than one may 
assume despite the first impression he was prone to make on others.  In fact, some of the 
most meaningful responses were derived from Robert, despite his interviews being one of 
the shortest overall. 
According to his IEP, although he received passing grades, his standardized 
scores indicated that he was significantly below grade level in both reading and math.  
His IEP team members conjecture that this may be due to his lack of interest during test-
taking.  In fact, his primary issue in the academic setting was maintaining focus and 
becoming easily frustrated.  Socially, within the school setting he had difficulty 
interacting appropriately with peers, specifically female peers, and would make 
unnecessary physical contact with other students.  He was also noted as struggling with 




William was a mild-mannered 18-year-old young man who was incredibly eager 
to assist everyone he came into contact with.  Throughout camp settings, he could be 
frequently observed sitting alone, but, when approached by practically anyone, he always 
responded in a helpful and respectful manner.  In school, he performed at grade level in 
both language arts and mathematics, and received inclusion services across all 
curriculums.  The primary area affected by his ASD was his social and emotional skills. 
Similar to how he was observed at camp, at school William could usually be 
found alone and withdrawn.  Other social issues related to ASD that were observed were 
rarely interacting with peers, not joining groups of other students, failure to recognize 
emotions in others, having no interest in others.  Behaviorally, he struggled with 
emotional regulation.  More specifically, if there was ever change in routine then William 
would usually become very upset.  He was also described as rarely laughing or smiling, 
although the present researcher did not observe this during the duration of camp.  Indeed, 
William seemed to enjoy most of the experiences camp had to offer, as reflected in the 
forthcoming results section.  Both at school and at camp, however, William displayed 
unusual facial tics and other involuntary movements. 
During interviews, William never hesitated to answer, frequently with a curt 
“Yes, sir” or “No, sir.”  In fact, this repetition of phrase seemed to be a symptom of ASD 
itself; he almost never began a sentence without saying either of the two.  He also seemed 
to become upset if he felt that he was not providing information that the researcher 
desired, despite repeated assurances by the researcher.  Although his speech issues may 
have seemed to reflect a lower level of functioning than others, William still provided 
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excellent responses that indicated substantial growth and new experiences.  As will be 
reflected later, one of the most interesting of his quotes was related to his newfound 
independence at both the movie theater and sleeping in his own bed.  Overall, he was an 
enjoyable individual to talk with, and displayed the manner of an extremely polite child 
who only desired the approval of adult figures.  
Instruments 
Photovoice was the qualitative instrument used to acquire most of the qualitative 
data.  Photovoice is a powerful phenomenological approach to qualitative inquiry that 
involves individuals who are instructed to take pictures of experiences, and then 
subsequently interviewed with the photographs being employed as the dialogue guide 
(Wang & Burris, 1994).  As Plunket et al. (2013) stated, it is “useful as a research method 
to elicit rich data about the lived experience, which is often sought through 
phenomenology” (p. 157).   Furthermore, photovoice tied into the chosen theoretical 
framework of collective identity theory, as it “creates spaces for marginalized voices to 
be heard” (p. 157).  Also, due to the communication deficits inherent in the disability of 
ASD, other qualitative methodologies would not yield the most potent information.  As 
such, photovoice was the best fit to assist in mediating communication gaps between the 
interviewer and interviewee.  Given, Opryshko, Julien, and Smith (2015) supported this 
notion by saying “Photovoice has proven to be a method for engaging groups who may 
have difficulty articulating their views in traditional research” (p. 3). 
 As to issues of the validity and reliability of the photovoice methodology, Given, 
Opryshko, Julien, and Smith (2015) remarked that because participants not only provide 
data, but select photographs and discuss themes and issues, they are involved in the data 
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analysis process.  “This increased participation adds to the validity of Photovoice studies 
by reflecting results that are determined and emphasized by the community studied, not 
by the researcher” (p. 3).  They also noted that in photovoice multiple streams of 
information are used, which triangulates the research, strengthening the instrument 
reliability and validity.  Triangulating data between both individual and group discussion 
assisted in strengthening research validity, as well. 
The SSIS-RS was used as a quantitative measure to determine efficacy of day-
camp treatment.  The SSIS-RS measures social skills such as communication, 
cooperation, assertion, responsibility, empathy, engagement, and self-control; competing 
problem behaviors such as externalizing, bullying, hyperactivity/inattention, 
internalizing, and autism spectrum; and academic competence, such as reading 
achievement, math achievement, and motivation to learn.  As Camp Jigsaw did not have 
academic instruction as a component, only the scales revolving around social skills and 
competing problem behaviors were used.  The SSIS-RS has been normed on a nationwide 
sample totaling 4,700 children and adolescents aged 3-18 across 36 states.  Gresham, 
Elliot, Vance, and Cook (2011) noted that “the SSIS-RS shows strong psychometric 
properties in terms of internal consistency and test-retest reliability estimates” (p. 37) and 
that it “offers researchers and practitioners assessing social behavior of children and 
youth a broader conceptualization of key social behaviors and psychometrically superior 
assessment results” (p. 27). The scale was first given to participants as they arrived and 
then again on the last day of Camp Jigsaw.  The SSIS-RS proved to be a useful 
triangulation tool, as any perceived adjustments in general attitude or social skills by the 
campers themselves as measured through the interview questions and the photovoice 
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technique were compared against the quantitative gains or losses measured by the SSIS-
RS.  This tool also fit within the framework of collective identity theory, as it is designed 
for a population with a unique and cohesive identity: adolescents with ASD.  As Camp 
Jigsaw does not have academic instruction as a component, and the duration of camp 
limited the ability to affect problem behaviors significantly, only the scales revolving 
around social skills were used. 
Data Collection Procedures 
The SSIS-RS was administered to participants prior to the start of Camp Jigsaw 
and then again after completion of Camp Jigsaw.  The SSIS-RS is a scale designed to 
enable targeted assessment of individuals in order to evaluate social skills, problem 
behaviors, and academic competence.   
The photovoice instrument delivery followed these stages: 1. Camera orientation 
session; 2. Collection of photographs and logbooks; 3. Individual photo-sharing sessions 
and interviews; and 4. Dialogical group conversation and group photo sharing session.  In 
the first stage of the process, the campers were given digital cameras and instructed to 
take pictures over the subsequent 2 days of “what makes camp special.”  They were 
instructed to take no more than 27 photographs (the number of pictures available on most 
film cameras).  The participants were also given a logbook at the orientation session in 
which they could write insights related to the photos as they were taken; these insights 
theoretically assisted participants to provide extra data related to thoughts as they 
occurred to them and also to help prevent loss of data and perspective due to time.  Every 
night, the researcher collected the cameras and logbooks to ensure that the participants 
did not lose track of them, and then in the morning the materials were be returned.  In the 
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second stage, the cameras and logbooks were retrieved, the pictures were developed, and 
the logbooks were transcribed.  Consequently, the researcher then reviewed the 
photographs and logbooks and documented any initial thoughts and interpretations.  After 
this, the third stage involved in-depth interviews conducted with each individual camper, 
examining eight of the photos they took (four chosen by them, four chosen by the 
researcher) one-by-one while using an interview guide (see Appendix A).  Finally, in the 
last stage, campers were asked to share their three most important photos with the whole 
group of participants while the researcher facilitated discussion.  This allowed the 
researcher to clarify information or confirm thematic theories gleaned from the individual 
interviews.  All interviews and discussions were digitally recorded and transcribed. 




Table 6  
Interview Durations  












 Finally, three observations were conducted throughout camp to assist in the 
triangulation of data.  In these observations, the researcher placed himself apart from the 
group being observed and took written notes while the group itself is audio recorded. In 
order to differentiate observations, three different activities were observed: breakfast, a 
social skills lesson, and the camp talent show. Breakfast provided a good opportunity to 
observe unstructured camper-to-camper social interactions, a social skills lesson was 
chosen to see the level of camper participation in activities, and the talent show was 
picked to observe campers in a high-stress environment.  Each observation lasted 30 
minutes and was audio recorded.  A map of each observation location was drawn to aid in 
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analysis, and the researcher took copious notes of specific and seemingly important 
situations as they occurred.  For example, during the social skills lesson, the researcher 
was able to observe several campers fully engaged in instruction and positively 
reinforced for correct responses, as evidenced by this exchange: 
Counselor:  Ok, team Mississippi, can you tell me a way … that is the correct way 
to end the conversation? 
Camper:  Ok, uh… see you later. 
Counselor: Yes, see you later!  Do you want a sticker?  Good job, y’all! 
Another example occurred during breakfast, which concurrently served as social skills 
practice as campers conversed with each other and counselors.  This particular camper 
struggled with conversational skills, yet displayed the appropriate way to begin 
conversation after several days of instruction: 
Camper:  Hello!  How are you? 
Counselor:  I’m good, thank you. 
Camper: Good! 
Results of these observations served to reinforce findings resulting from the SSIS-RS and 
interview data.  Ultimately, the logbooks yielded no information; campers neglected to 
employ them in remembering moments related to photos taken. 
Data Analysis Procedures 
This study employed phenomenological qualitative analysis.  Creswell (2013) 
suggested using Moustakas’ modification of the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method for the 
analysis of phenomenological data.  In the first step of this process, the researcher, in an 
effort to establish subjectivity, describes their own personal experience with the 
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phenomenon under study.  As such, the researcher wrote a full description of how he 
perceived Camp Jigsaw to be positively benefitting campers in order to attempt to set 
aside personal experiences.  For example, he noted that he had seen the changes in 
campers from the first day of camp to the last day of camp during the 2016 Camp Jigsaw 
session.  The researcher also added that, as a special education teacher, he recognized the 
need for intervention services outside of the public-school system:  
Camp Jigsaw provides a unique opportunity for social skills instruction in a safe 
and welcoming environment.  Frequently, these adolescents only receive 
instruction in the classroom, and, even then, they may not feel secure or accepted, 
depending on the types of disabilities represented in the same classroom or even 
the ability level of the special educator. 
In the next step, the researcher finds significant statements within the data.  As such, the 
researcher then examined the interview and discussion transcripts in order to find 
statements related to how the campers are experiencing camp, treated each statement as 
having equal worth, and, using NVivo, developed the statements into a list, ensuring that 
they are non-repetitive and non-overlapping.  In the next step, the researcher classifies 
themes derived from statements within the transcripts and creates codes that represent 
said themes.  Therefore, the present researcher identified significant statements centered 
around the primary components of the study and coded them with beginning thematic 
codes and emergent thematic codes, as informed by the collective identity framework and 
prior research designs.  For example, as he began coding, the researcher paid particular 
attention to statements that correlate to the elements of collective identity, as outlined by 
Ashmore et al., (2004): self-categorization, evaluation of the perceived identity, 
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importance of group membership, attachment and sense of interdependence, social 
embeddedness, behavioral involvement, and content and meaning of the individual’s self-
attributed characteristics, ideology, and narrative.  Furthermore, he looked out for 
significant statements concerning anxiety, anger, and depression, like Nasir and Tahir’s 
(2002) study, or difficulties with social issues as adolescent development progresses into 
adulthood, as in First et al.’s (2016) research.  Additionally, as the camp was primarily 
centered around social skills improvement, the researcher also attempted to note 
significant statements related to friendship, conversation, and group identity.  In the next 
step, the researcher develops themes by taking the significant statements and correlating 
and grouping them into larger units of information.  Therefore, using NVivo, a qualitative 
analysis computer program, the researcher developed aggregated, multi-dimensional 
themes by taking repeated codes and correlating and grouping them into larger units of 
information.  After themes are developed, the researcher should write a description of 
exactly “what” the participants experienced together, including verbatim examples and 
aiming for a textural description of the phenomenon.  After determining the “what”, the 
researcher writes a description of “how” the experience happened, called the structural 
description.  The results of this stage of analysis are presented in the Results and 
Discussion section.  Finally, in the last step, the researcher writes a composite description 
of both the textural and structural elements, aiming to capture the essence of the shared 
phenomenon; this is reflected as well within the Results and Discussion settings.  
Holistically, this method of analysis fit the research question of the study perfectly in that 
it substantially assisted in organizing the shared experiences of the campers.  It also 
similarly fit within the theoretical framework of collective identity theory.  However, it is 
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also important to report the limitations inherent to this type of analysis.  Because of the 
small sampling size, there was limited data to be analyzed, which limited generalizability.  
Furthermore, analysis alone was not substantial enough to indicate causation; data needed 
to be triangulated through multiple information streams.  To meet this need, the 
researcher conducted three observations of the students during various camp activities, as 
well as administered a pre- and post-assessment of social skills using the SSIS-RS.  The 
quantitative data gleaned from the assessment as well as the observation data served to 
reinforce subsequent findings.  With these controls in mind, the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen 
method of phenomenological analysis fit the research purposes the best and likely yielded 
the most potent results. 
The analysis of the interview data was conducted using NVivo.  NVivo is an 
aggregative software designed to organize and assist in analysis of qualitative data.  
Through NVivo, the researcher was able to easily code both planned themes and 
emergent themes, as well as create memos to remember important thoughts as they 
occurred.  For example, he created this memo after analyzing a handful of interviews: 
It is interesting to note that across the interviewees, the majority of comments 
related to having fun or friendship or even the photos themselves are of off-camp 
activities.  This makes sense, since at-camp activities tend to be lesson based.  
However, it is still worth noting.  Perhaps the students enjoy these things because 
they are unique experiences, and by sharing these unique experiences with others 
it helps with bonding? 
This eventually turned into a major thematic category that is examined further in the 
results section.  Similarly, annotations were added to especially salient quotes to assist 
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with the final data analysis phase.  One example of an annotation is a comment the 
researcher made after he  noticed a second mention of independence: “I'm noticing a lot 
of mentions of doing your own thing and independence with (the individual).”  
Eventually, he chased this thought further and determined that independence was a 
recurrent theme.  Finally, NVivo allowed the researcher to do word frequency queries, as 
reflected in the results section. 
 The researcher began analysis by examining the interview transcripts while 
looking for codes related to the aforementioned collective identity components outlined 
by Ashmore et al., (2004).  As coding progressed, other themes emerged from repeated 
statements, such as emotion, perception of camp, camp experiences, and shared 
experiences, to name a few.  All initial and emergent codes are represented in Table 7. 
After coding and re-coding the transcripts to ensure no themes were missed, all of the 
codes were ordered from most represented to least represented, as displayed in Table 8. 
 
Table 7  
Initial and Emergent Codes 
Initial Codes  Emergent Codes  
Parent Code Sub-code Parent Code Sub-code 
Shared Experiences Shared Goals Emotion Positive – Self 
 Shared Actions  Positive – Others 
 Shared Orientations  Negative – Self 




Table 7 (continued) 




 Friendship  Unique Experiences 
 Fun Choices  
 Learning Autism 
Characteristics 
Aggressiveness 
Self-categorization Self-placement  Anger 
 Goodness-of-fit  Anxiety/Paranoia 
 Perceived Certainty  Can’t Name 
Emotion 
Evaluation Private Regard  Communication 
Limits 
 Public Regard  Lack of Empathy 
Importance Explicit Importance  OCD 
 Implicit Importance  Pragmatics 
Attachment Interdependence  Social Skills 
 Attachment Camp Experiences Adventure 
 Interconnection of 
Self and Others 
 Feeling At Ease 
Social 
Embeddedness 
  Friendship 
Behavioral 
Involvement 












 Ideology  Learning 
 Narrative  Overcoming 
Disability 
   Security 
   Socialization 
Opportunities 
  Shared Experiences Belonging 
   Bonding 
   Shared Actions 
   Shared Goals 





Table 8  
Code Frequency (Prior to Consolidation) 
Code References (Sources) 
Positive – Self 65 (10) 
Friendship 57 (9) 
Positive - Others 55 (8) 
Fun 53 (10) 
Unique Experiences 44 (11) 
Shared Actions 41 (9) 
Socialization Opportunities 29 (8) 
Independence 25 (9) 
Feeling at Ease 22 (8) 
Bonding 19 (7) 
Shared Orientation 18 (6) 
Learning 16 (7) 
Overcoming Disability 14 (5) 
Security 11 (4) 
Interconnection of Self+Others 11 (5) 
Shared Goals 9 (4) 
Self-placement 6 (3) 
Belonging 6 (4) 
Negative – Others 6 (4) 




Table 8 (continued) 
Adventure 5 (2) 
Social Embeddedness 4 (2) 
Interdependence 4 (3) 
Self-attributed characteristics 4 (3) 
Negative – Self 4 (3) 
Behavioral Involvement 2 (2) 
Attachment 2 (1) 
 
 
From there, the researcher grouped together relevant codes into smaller, more 
concentrated thematic groups: positive emotions, socialization, unique experiences, 
collective identity, and self-improvement.  An example to assist in the illustration of this 
process lied in the theme “Friendship”, which was developed through the repeated codes 
“Friendship”, “Shared Action”, “Socialization Opportunities,” and “Bonding”.  Another 
example is the major theme “Positive Emotions”, which coalesced from the codes 
“Positive – Self”, “Positive – Others”, “Fun”, “Feeling at Ease”, “Security”, and 
“Belonging”.  The resultant multi-dimensional thematic categories, along with the codes 




Table 9  
Thematic Categories 
Thematic Category Codes Contained 
Positive Emotions  Positive – Self 
Positive – Others 
Fun 







New Experiences Unique Experiences 
Independence 
Adventure 
Collective Identity Shared Orientation 

















There were several possible internal threats to reliability and/or validity inherent 
to the researcher’s design.  However, there were also corresponding plans to attempt to 
control said threats through various means.   
The SSIS-RS has been normed on a nationwide sample totaling 4,700 children 
and adolescents ages 3-18 across 36 states.  Gresham et al. (2011) noted that “the SSIS-
RS shows strong psychometric properties in terms of internal consistency and test-retest 
reliability estimates” (p. 37) and that it “offers researchers and practitioners assessing 
social behavior of children and youth a broader conceptualization of key social behaviors 
and psychometrically superior assessment results” (p. 27).   
 As to issues of the validity and reliability of the photovoice methodology, Given, 
Opryshko, Julien, and Smith (2015) remarked that because participants not only provide 
data, but select photographs and discuss themes and issues, they are involved in the data 
analysis process.  “This increased participation adds to the validity of Photovoice studies 
by reflecting results that are determined and emphasized by the community studied, not 
by the researcher” (p. 3).  They also noted that in photovoice multiple streams of 
information are used, which triangulates the research, strengthening the instrument 
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reliability and validity.  Triangulating data between both individual and group discussion 
further assisted in strengthening research validity. 
 Other methods were used to assist in triangulation of data.  First, any conclusions 
gleaned from interviews were compared against the aforementioned observations.  For 
example, one of the primary findings, the deep sense of acceptance and belonging from 
other campers, was reinforced through description of the camp talent show, and how all 
camp members supported each other’s acts and that campers felt comfortable enough to 
display their objectively questionable talents in front of each other.  Peer-checking was 
another method conducted to ensure that I did not misidentify themes.  More specifically, 
a peer from Qualitative Research Analysis, a class held in the spring of 2018, reviewed 
the thematic findings, among other sections, and provided a critique concerning its 
strength:  
[the researcher] began this section by identifying and discussing the specific 
analysis approach, followed by a discussion of coding procedures used. The 
coding procedure was detailed enough for other researchers to replicate. I 
especially enjoy[sic] reading [how] the author discussed coding and theming 
process. Most importantly, he thoroughly presented clear evidence from how 
codes moved to themes.  
To also help with validity, prior to the start of the study, the researcher created a 
document in which he identified biases he may have held threatening to influence the 
results.  An example statement from the biases document follows: 
I am a special education teacher.  As such, I have nine years of experience that 
may influence my line of thinking.  I also feel that people with autism struggle in 
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their daily life.  On top of that, adolescence is a trying period anyway.  It is 
important for individuals to live outside of their comfort zone and develop safe 
and appropriate friendships along the way.  
In ruminating on such biases, the researcher was hopefully able to be mindful of them 
throughout the course of the study.  One example of this was that during interviews the 
researcher repeatedly checked himself during questioning to ensure he was not leading 
participants to provide answers consistent with the preconceptions previously identified, 
such as camp allowing participants to obtain new relationships with peers or an increased 
sense of belonging.  This self-checking occurred most frequently with the participants 
who struggled the most communicatively.  The researcher was aware of his desire was 
for campers to confirm his hypotheses, so any time his questioning became more specific 
in response to a participant not providing a solid response, the researcher stopped 
questioning after several turns and moved on, rather than chasing a confirmatory, but 
ultimately inaccurate, response.  An excellent example of this occurred in the following 
exchange with Jonathan: 
Q: Ok.  How does this picture make you feel about yourself during camp? 
A: To get their feelings. 
Q: Ok, what do you mean by that? 
A: I’m not sure. 
Q: It’s ok, look at it. 
A: Ok. 
Q: Do you see it?  How do you feel when you look at it? 
A: Um.  Amazing. 
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Q: Ok, what in this picture makes you feel that? 
A: Hmmm. (long pause) Let’s see… (long pause) 
Q: Does it really make you feel amazing? 
(nods) 
Q: Ok, what does it make you feel, look at it, what feeling do you feel? 
A: The, a heart. 
Q: A heart, ok…  
A: Mhm. 
Q: Why do you feel a heart? 
A: Because it make the heart feel good. 
Q: Ok, it makes your heart feel good? 
A: Yes. 
Q: Ok.  To look at… who is that? 
A: I’m not sure those two. 
Q: Ok.  But they’re people at camp? 
A: Yes. 
Q: Ok, so when you look at that picture of two people 
A: Mhm. 
Q: You feel –  
A: Good. 




This particular participant, Jonathan, clearly did not understand the question and/or did 
not have an answer to provide.  After chasing an answer for many turns, eventually the 
researcher acquiesced and moved on, and, in the end, used none of this section of 
transcript data during analysis.  In any case, the identification of preconceptions 
beforehand primed the researcher to be aware of any situations where said preconceptions 
might influence questioning, observation, or interpretation. 
 Next, the data were dependent on the campers consistently using their camera to 
take pictures during the two days before interviewing.  In theory, some campers may 
have forgotten to take pictures or take pictures that were not pertinent to the study.  To 
mitigate these issues, campers were given an orientation on camera use at the start of 
camp, the researcher collected materials at night and redistributed them in the mornings, 
and counselors were instructed to remind campers to use their cameras.  
 Finally, to ensure that the social skills lessons being imparted were meaningful 
and empirically-backed, counselors based their topics out of the Program for the 
Education and Enrichment of Relational Skills (PEERS) manual (Laugeson & Frankel, 
2010).  PEERS is a program developed at the University of California Los Angeles 
specifically designed for adolescents with ASD who struggle with making and keeping 
appropriate friends.  The Camp Jigsaw social skills lessons drew from PEERS manual 
chapters related to conversational skills, choosing appropriate friends, appropriate use of 
humor, entering and exiting a conversation, showing good sportsmanship, and handling 
rejection and disagreements.  All lesson plans were approved by Dr. Sandra Devlin to 
ensure alignment to the PEERS curriculum. 
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Even though there were several threats to internal reliability and validity, the most 
dangerous were planned for and dealt with.  
Limitations 
 There were limitations to this study.  First, the limited time-frame by which the 
researcher was allowed to acquire data prevented him from conducting repeated, more 
focused interviews, as well as conduct follow-up interviews after a period of time.  Also, 
it is possible that as he attempted to extract information from the terse participants, the 
researcher inadvertently coerced statements out of them that they would not have made 
otherwise.  Additionally, as described in future sections, while the quantitative data did 
support the idea that some campers experience growth in social skills from their time at 
camp, it does not support the same idea definitively.  Only four campers experienced 
overall growth, while two remained the same, and two decreased.  As to why William 
and David indicated a decrease, it is possible that the quantitative measure was too 
linguistically challenging for either to accurately answer.  Ideally, evaluation 
documentation would be available to reinforce this, but such data was unavailable prior to 
the study.  In lieu of such, it is possible to scrutinize the duration of each participants’ 
individual interviews.  By far, David’s interview was the shortest, punctuated with one or 
two-word statements that were difficult to derive meaning from.  William’s interview 
was similarly short and lacking depth, although he did make a better effort to strive to 
answer questions effectively.  It is possible that if there were evaluation data, such as 
linguistic IQ scores, one could see that the individuals with the lowest verbal skills 
correlate with the meager gains in social skills indicated by the SSIS-RS.  Related to this, 
the results of the SSIS-RS did not significantly reinforce findings; a possible explanation 
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to the meager gains in all areas and the negative result in the communication subsection 
might lie in an ability mismatch between the instrument and participant.  Another 
limitation lied in the researcher’s position as counselor for Camp Jigsaw, which may have 
influenced objectivity; although this was hopefully mitigated through efforts described 
prior, future research could be better served with a more objective researcher.  Lastly, 
collective identity theory may not be the best theoretical framework to employ with these 
individuals.  A possible avenue of exploration could lie in Bandura’s (1971) social 
learning theory, which posits that children learn social skills best in an environment 






The purpose of this study was to explore the common experience of an adolescent 
with ASD during their stay at Camp Jigsaw.  Focusing on eight adolescents with ASD at 
a summer camp in Mississippi, the researcher employed the photovoice methodology to 
derive qualitative data in both individual interviews and a group interview.  To support 
any results, the researcher also administered the SSIS-RS. Furthermore, he conducted 
three observations: one during breakfast, one during a social skills lesson, and one during 
a camp talent show. After coding recurrent statements and concepts, the researcher 
identified five primary multidimensional themes: Positive Emotions, Socialization, 
Collective Identity, Unique Experiences, and Self-Improvement.  The findings were 
organized in the same fashion, with each section organized by respective individual 
themes. 
Overview of the Findings 
Through analysis of transcripts, the SSIS-RS, and observations, the researcher 
proposes that campers at Camp Jigsaw enjoy the overall experience of camp.  Most 
notably, data reflects that campers enjoyed playing boardgames, having unique 
experiences, and making friends. A sense of belonging, coupled with safety and security, 




A paired-samples t-test was conducted to compare the average group score of the 
SSIS-RS before and after camp.  There was not a significant difference between pre-
camp (M=106.75 , SD=16.15 ) and post-camp (M=109.87 , SD=13.58 ) group mean 
scores; t(0.964), p = 0.367. 
Although the overall difference between group means did not indicate significant 
statistical difference, the results of the SSIS-RS indicated some level of growth among 
the group for almost all of the social skills sub-scales, as well as the overall standard 
score (M = 3.13, SD = 9.2) and percentile (M = 2.88, SD = 19.79).  The subscales that 
had the most growth were Self-Control (M = 1.75, SD = 3.20), Responsibility (M = 1, SD 
= 2.40), and Assertion (M = 0.86, SD = 4.29 ), while the only subscale that indicated 
negative change was Communication (M  = -1.57, SD =  2.88).   The full results of the 























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































 After expanding then collapsing prominent themes together, it was clear that 
campers experienced Camp Jigsaw within five primary thematic categories: positive 
emotions, socialization, collective identity, new experiences, and self-improvement.  
Indeed, these themes appear to be linked within the context of the goals of Camp Jigsaw.  
As campers experience positive emotions related to camp, they open themselves 
emotionally to other campers and counselors, which, in turn, gives them a sense of 
belonging, or fit within the collective identity.  Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs states 
that before an individual can achieve self-actualization or growth in esteem, they must 
feel as if they belong.  Therefore, once they feel accepted within the collective group, the 
campers are more capable of undertaking new experiences, which consequently leads to 
growth in confidence, autonomy, and social and self-determination skills.  The 










Figure 2. Thematic linkages. 
 
Positive Emotions 
By far, the most dominant theme expressed was that of positive emotions 
experienced by campers during their time at Camp Jigsaw.  This category was created by 
aggregating the codes Positive – Self, Positive – Others, Fun, Feeling at Ease, Security, 
and Belonging.  All of the campers represented this theme within their interviews, 
primarily through examples of having fun and feeling at ease. 
 Running a query through NVivo, the word “fun” or any synonyms thereof were 
represented a total of 87 times throughout the interviews, with a weighted percentage of 
0.76% overall.  This indicates that this particular theme was extremely prevalent, and, not 
surprisingly, all of the campers represented this theme within interviews.  As Jason said, 
“There’s a pattern with most of these pictures […] The importance of having fun.” 
 Many campers noted that the daily activity of playing boardgames during 
downtime was a significant experience.  Several of the photos involved campers playing 
a variety of boardgames.  For example, when queried about the meaning of a picture he 
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had taken of himself and another camper, Ray replied “Having fun playing with [another 
camper].  Playing battleship” and that the photo made him think about “having fun 
playing that game.”  David mirrored this comment on a photo of a group of campers 
playing Uno: “Unos is very special to me because I like to play cards with my friends.”  
Jonathan also captured a picture of campers playing Uno, and when questioned about the 
meaning behind it, he offered “They in the camp. […] They play Unos cards […] And 
they’re feeling so much good […] because, um, their brain just make them feel good and 
awesome.”  Ernest brought up an interesting observation, that he enjoyed camp, and 
presumably that others do too, because this camp is different because “some people don’t 
like outdoors” and that the experience of just having recreational indoor downtime with 
others was enjoyable.  He further detailed a situation that points to the significance of 
play during this exchange about a Monopoly experience: 
Q: Tell me what is special about this picture. 
A: We had just finished our third day.  And I took the picture.  And it had been 
quite a long game.  And everybody went bankrupt. 
Q: How long did y’all play? 
A: About three days or four – 
Q: Oh, so you played this game over three days? 
A: Mmm hmm. 
Q: Is that when it was over, or was that –  
A: That was right before – I mean, we were goin’ to bed and I took the picture. 
Q: Uh huh. 
 
94 
A: Because the way it was all set up everybody had properties, alliances… and I 
was one against three. 
Q: So there were four people playing? 
A: Four people playing.  Me against Zeke, Mr. Eric, and Andrew.  And they had 
teamed up ‘cause they had… Andrew had Boardwalk, and Zeke had, uh, the green 
properties.  And they decided to team up.  Mr. Eric just teamed up with them, and 
eventually Andrew forfeited. 
Q: Uh huh. 
A: So it wasn’t really a good idea, to, cause if I had lost, they would’ve had to 
break it up. 
Q: That’s wild.  Um, what does this picture say to you about camp? 
A: Like, some people call camp dull, but it’s really not that dull at all.  There’s 
games, there’s food, I mean… I – when I first started out I really didn’t want to 
come here ‘cause I had never been to a camp before, and wanted to find out, and 
now I love it! 
Another example of the ubiquity and prominence of boardgame playing was explain in 
the group interview: 
Q: Ok, alright, this one is David’s.  Tell me what is special about this picture. 
Derrick: Just playing around.  Having fun. 
Q: Just playing Uno cards.  Is that something that’s been going on at camp a lot, 
or –  
ALL: Yes.  Yes. 
Robert: We play boardgames… 
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Ernest: And Monopoly… 
Q: What does that say to you about camp and what we do at camp? 
Derrick: Just having fun playing boardgames. 
The near constant boardgame playing reflected in these transcripts was also witnessed 
during planned observation.  In the first observation, which occurred very early one 
morning as sleepy campers were waking up and eating breakfast, two different tables 
could be observed playing games as campers quietly conversed.   
It is important to note that boardgame playing was never a required activity for 
campers; they naturally gravitated toward the experience, which indicates that it was an 
enjoyable activity that campers could participate in while simultaneously engaging in 
several levels of social skills, such as conversation skills, mediation skills, and emotional 
regulation. 
Outside of boardgames, there were other opportunities for fun to be had, such as 
in off-camp excursions to various activities and locales.  Regarding the trip to the local 
skating rink, William noted, “Camp – it’s a kind of thing – it’s kind of fun for camp, like 
to go, like roller-skating.” Derrick stated something similar: “We took a trip to the 
bowling alley, and, um, I met a lot of people, had fun bowling, and that was it.”  Within 
the group interview this was also discussed during an examination of a picture of two 
campers arm-in-arm at the skating rink: 
Derrick: Where were y’all? 
David: Skating rink.  You can see the games.  Behind you, you can see the 
jackpot machine. 
Q: So tell me what is special about this picture? 
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Derrick: Two friends at the skating rink having fun. 
Q: Mhm. 
Derrick: Just having a good time. 
Overall, fun was a markedly dominant theme.  Many of the participants would likely 
agree with William, who stated, “Camp is a bit of a party.” 
 Besides having general fun, many campers reported a sense of comfort or feeling 
at ease that they do not experience elsewhere, mainly due to knowing they are accepted 
and protected by counselors and among similar peers.  A good example of this can be 
found in this exchange with Derrick: 
A:  There are, I can see that they have positive energy too, and uh, the people I’ve 
met they have positive energy, and [counselors], they have positive energy too. 
Q: Ok. 
A: They’ve been really nice, um, every, any, if anything I need I just go ask them 
and they try to help me and they do the best that they can. 
Q: Ok. 
A: And they just… and if I, um, if someone is bothering me or if I see something I 
just go tell them and they take care of it and of me. 
Robert adds to this when asked why he felt “happy and relaxed” at camp: “’Cause you 
got friends supporting you.”  Jason also noted that at camp “you can enjoy yourself in 
any way you want to”.  Similarly, Derrick said, “I have friends that have my back.” 
The significance of emotional security and comfort was exemplified further 
within the third observation, which occurred during the camp talent show.  During the 
show, the entirety of the camp audience exuberantly cheered for each act.  Acts observed 
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consisted of a camper singing and playing guitar, a camper karaoke rapping, a camper 
singing, and several campers dancing, respectively.   In truth, each act was of objectively 
dubious quality; however, the audience did not seem to mind whatsoever, and supported 
the performer regardless.  The fact that almost every camper eventually expressed 
themselves through their talent only indicates even more the level of acceptance they had 
found within each other.   
In addition to emotional support, many campers related that they felt physically 
secure, which added to their sense of comfort.  As Derrick said, “the campus is like, 
secured, so I felt protected.”  Robert added that he felt excited “because there’s lots of 
people watching after us” and that “it’s safe here.”  During the group session, when 
Robert repeated this statement, Ernest remarked, “I can see that.  Cause the counselors 
are protective of us.”  A good summary of this shared sentiment of being free to be 
oneself can be found in this interview excerpt from Jason: 
Q: Alright, tell me what is special about this picture… 
A: It’s probably gonna be the same thing every time. 
Q: Well, go ahead, tell me – even if you’re repeating yourself, it’s ok. 
A: Being able to have fun with others. 
Q: Yeah.  So what does that say to you about camp? 
A: That I could just… share my enjoyment. 
Interestingly, Robert also stated that he felt relaxed because “outside the building 




Not surprisingly, the second most prevalent theme was that of socialization, 
mostly related to friendship, engaging with others in activities, and opportunities for 
socialization.  It is nearly impossible to examine these interviews without observing a 
statement about friends.  For example, in response to a photo, Robert stated that it “makes 
me have a fun time just hanging out with friends.”  Jason said that there is fun of the 
“social variety – being able to enjoy something with other people” and that he felt 
comfortable enough “that I could just talk to other or new people.”  He also included an 
anecdote from the first day of camp when examining a picture of him and another 
camper: “What’s special about this picture is because, um, me and [another camper] had 
just become friends right away because, I mean, dude’s kinda cool.”  He added that camp 
is “all about making friends” and that at camp “it’s almost easy, almost too easy to make 
friends.”  He connects this to an emotion by stating that he was “happy that I made a new 
friend.”  Derrick echoed this: “it makes me kinda happy that I met some friends here and 
I met some new friends here and I’m getting to meet with them and talk to them and stuff 
like that.”  Ernest summed this up this perfectly: “I’ve never made so many friends in my 
life.” 
 The various activities the campers engaged in provided opportunities for bonding 
and/or socialization to occur, as evidenced by this excerpt from the group discussion 
about the movie theater: 
Q: Was this an activity that you all enjoyed? 
Derrick: I did! 
Ray: Me too. 
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Derrick: Cars 3 was a blast! 
Q: Was it?  Did you enjoy it more going with the camp or going alone, or if you’d 
gone alone. 
Derrick: Camp. 
Bowling was also an opportunity for bonding and socialization.  Ernest noted, “This 
picture was because everybody went bowling and it was a group thing.  There was some 
competition, but same thing as always: it’s a camp field trip.  Just getting time with the 
people we get to know better.”  Jason also felt this: “You find ways to enjoy yourself 
with the other people that are here” and that “camp allows me to be around more people.”  
This selection from our one-on-one also exemplifies his feelings about friendship at 
camp: 
Q: Ok.  I understand.  Do you think others feel – I know we kind of got off topic – 
but looking at this picture do you think others feel the same that you felt, which 
was that you feel that you could socialize? 
A: Yeah. 
Q: Ok.  Why do you say yeah? 
A: I guess just the picture itself can – it gives off a sense of… I don’t have the 
words. 
Q: No, you’re doing very well.  This picture gives off a sense of… what are you 
trying to say? 
A: Friendliness, I guess.   
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 Collective Identity 
 Although the codes related to collective identity were not as represented as 
hypothesized, there were still relevant quotes that connected the study to this framework.  
Jason rather cryptically referred to this when he stated that “we’re all here for the same 
reason.”  What Jason was referring to was that the camp, ultimately, is for individuals 
with ASD.   Ernest recognized this most frequently, and also placed himself within the 
collective identity group, such as when he said, “It makes you feel glad that people with 
autism, we’re getting to know other people.  Learn to fit in…”  He also indicates such in 
this exchange: 
A: Ok, let’s say I have autism and I scream all the time and I cry all the time, you 
know that, and people look at me like I’m weird.  And then I go to camp and I’m 
not looked at like I’m weird, I… fit in. 
Q: Ok. 
A: It’s like, “Hey, I’m not the only one.” 
In fact, Ernest is the only participant who named ASD itself, or even commented 
that he and other campers lived with it.   
Unique Experiences 
 Summer camps provide an opportunity for adolescents to try new experiences and 
situations.  As previously stated, this aspect of camp can only be meaningful if campers 
feel a sense of belonging.  Fortunately, the experiences outlined within the themes of 
Positive Emotions, Socialization, and Collective Identity allowed campers to feel this 
acceptance.  Again, following the progression of themes, it is unsurprising that the next 
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salient theme was that of Unique Experiences, more specifically regarding new 
experiences and autonomy. 
Q: So what does that picture say to you about camp? 
Ernest: That we go on adventures. 
Derrick: That no matter where you go, just have fun. 
This excerpt reflects a repeated theme: going new places is fun, and camp provides plenty 
of these types of opportunities.  The campers especially reinforced this idea in the group 
interview, when Robert’s photo of an arcade game in the bowling alley sparked this 
discourse: 
Q: So what Robert said about new experiences – what did you say – 
Robert: About having fun. 
Q: About having fun. 
Robert: About trying new things every day. 
Q: Have new things and having fun every day.  Is that something everybody else 
agrees with? 
Jason: I totally agree. 
Q: Ok. Yeah.  Everybody looks like they are nodding in agreement.  Jonathan, did 
you do new things every day? 
Jonathan: I’m agree for that arcade game. 
Robert also related individually that, for him, going new places gave him “happiness, I 
mean actually getting out of here for a while” and that he was “happy that we’re out and 
about.”  In the group interview, he adds that going to places like the cafeteria, for him, 
meant that “we go on adventures”, and that he enjoyed “eating, trying new things.”  
 
102 
Going new places was an especially powerful experience for Jason, as he related that 
encourages him to not just stay at home in the future.  To him, camp is about “being able 
to just leave your normal area – just being able to be somewhere else,” and that “you 
don’t really have to just stay at home and stay there.”   
Likewise, the unique opportunities presented by camp allowed these individuals 
to practice an important life skill: independence.  Jason related a particularly powerful 
experience when a counselor encouraged him to do something that bolstered his self-
confidence, which in turn made the other participants relate: 
Jason: She’s the one who got me to go on the rock wall. 
Q: So you weren’t going to go on the rock wall? 
Jason: Yeah. 
Q: But you did? 
Jason: Yeah. 
Q: Are you glad you did? 
Derrick: She got me to go like six times. 
Jason: I guess now I know I could do it. 
Q: Yeah. 
Ray: Did you reach the top? 
Jason: Yeah. 
Q: So what does that say to you about what camp does for children, then? 
Ernest: Confidence. 
Q: It builds confidence?  Or gives children confidence?  Is that what you meant? 
Ernest: Yeah.  I should have gone on the rock wall. 
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Indeed, during the first observation over breakfast, a camper wanted to know, in 
specific detail, what the order of events for the day would be.  A counselor, 
understanding that this camper needed to practice being able to adapt to the unknown, 
outlined the day’s schedule briefly, but did not fully explain the day’s events: “I don’t 
know, you’re just going to have to find out!”  This answer forced the camper to confront 
and adjust to the unfamiliar without fully leaving him to obsess about the complete 
unknown, a situation that sets the stage for the camper attempting a new autonomous 
experience.  
Outside of boosting confidence, independence provided other new opportunities, 
as exemplified by Jason, who described experiencing night time in a different way than 
he ever had before: 
Jason: Best time for me. 
Q: Is it?  Why? 
Jason: The medicine has worn off and everything. […] [It’s] just different.  I 
guess you could say somewhat different pieces taken out of my personality. 
Q: Yeah.  Interesting.  So, have you enjoyed that?  Like have you enjoyed getting 
those pieces back in the evening and hanging out with friends? 
Jason: Yeah. 
For Jason, being able to socialize without the influence of his daily medications was 
remarkable.  Another poignant story comes from William, who described his experience 
going to see Cars 3: 
Q: Was there something different about going to the movies this time than usual? 
A: Uh, yes sir. 
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Q: What was different? 
A: Sir – I was being a big boy when it was big, so loud, I just ignored. 
Q: Ohhh.  Excellent. 
A: The loud – the loud noise. 
Q: When you go to the movies NOT at camp, does it bother you more about the 
same or less? 
A: Um, maybe – more.  It’s like – did earplugs. 
Individuals with ASD typically have sensory issues and can frequently find loud noises 
very uncomfortable.  In this story, William related that he was able to overcome this 
aspect of his disability all because of camp, enabling him to engage further in autonomy.   
William also offered another example of new, independent experience: “We – like we 
sleep in our own beds”, which possibly indicates that at home he is less autonomous 
when it comes to sleeping alone.   
Self-Improvement 
 Finally, although it was the least represented theme, there were several comments 
made related to camp assisting adolescents with ASD with social skills.  Many of the 
participants made direct comments about the daily social skills and self-determination 
instruction groups assisting in their self-improvement and bolstering their self-esteem.  
Robert noted that “I’m learning new things […] about communicating.  And everything 
they teach me … about making friends,” noting that a certain counselor “taught me how 
to make friends.”  Jason also reflected this: 
Q: Ok.  Um, how does this picture make you feel about yourself during camp? 
A: Like I learned a lot. 
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Q: Like what? 
A: I guess myself. 
Q: Mmhmm.  When you say you learned a lot about yourself, what do you mean? 
A: How I socialize with people, I guess. 
Q: Ok.  In what ways do you socialize with people? 
A: Just talking. 
Q: Uh huh.  So you’re saying that camp has… I’m trying to tie it back to what 
camp has done for you, and made you feel… you’re saying that camp has made 
you feel like… 
A: I guess I’m able to talk to more people. 
Ernest also described a story about learning: 
A: It was the second group day, we were talking about, uh, starting a 
conversation. 
Q: Ok. 
A: And everybody was in a circle and talking to the people and making new 
friends. 
Q: Ok… what does that picture say to you about camp? 
A: That even though you still come to camp you still learn some new things.   
Perhaps because of such support, camp also provided moments for certain campers to 
overcome aspects of their disability.  Ernest described an example of another camper 
improving over the week: “I’m glad for Jamie.  He’s getting better because he’s not 
wearing his headphones as much, he’s learned to get along without them.  He’s getting 
used to loud noises.”  Not all campers had such positive notes concerning the instructive 
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components of camp.  For example, William said that he felt “a bit, a little bit bored 
doing all the lessons.”   
 There is also evidence of this theme supported by the second observation 
conducted, which occurred during daily social skills instruction.  All throughout, campers 
were observed engaging in the lesson, which was about ways to begin and end a 
conversation.  Having been divided into teams, the counselor leading the lesson asked 
each group, in turn, to provide a unique way to end a conversation.  Responses were 
varied: “goodbye”, “see you later”, talk to you soon”, and “nice to see you”.  Evidently, 





DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
Summary 
This research indicated that campers at Camp Jigsaw represented their campers 
experience through answers to questions regarding photographs that related fun and 
games, feeling at ease, socialization and extending social networks, partaking in unique 
experiences, experimenting with autonomy and independence, and learning about and 
improving social skills.  To a lesser degree, there was some connection to collective 
identity theory, but not as much as was anticipated.  The interplay of all of these themes 
provided answers to the research questions, which, in short, revealed that camp resulted 
in increased self-confidence and autonomy due to a deep sense of belonging.  The 
photovoice methodology did seem helpful in eliciting responses, too, although 
comparison between participants and a control group would prove this more effectively.  
Some limitations inherent to the research design were revealed as data was analyzed, 
which influenced suggestions for design of similar future research studies.  Overall, the 
present study implied that Camp Jigsaw was a beneficial experience for campers which 
assisted in the construction of self-confidence and confident autonomy within an 




 The emphasis on having fun and enjoying opportunities to play with each other is 
a theme that previously had not been reflected among qualitative research of camps for 
individuals with ASD.  The importance of fun and play is noteworthy, as the potential 
importance of play in social, linguistic, and cognitive outcomes in children with ASD has 
been demonstrated across prior studies, such as Kasari, Gulsrud, Freeman, Paparella, and 
Hellemann (2012), who noted a connection between higher play levels between children 
with ASD at ages three and four with enhanced language outcomes within the same 
children at ages eight and nine. As such, the opportunity for Camp Jigsaw participants to 
engage in low-pressure fun activities among like-minded, non-judgmental peers cannot 
be overstated; in fact, for some campers, camp may have been the only opportunity they 
have for such prolonged recreational experiences. 
The data also revealed a common sense of security and comfort expressed among 
the campers.  Identification of these concepts are also articulated within other research.  
For example, parents within Wallace’s (2016) study on the impact of a family-centered 
autism camp reflected that “Being able to go to Camp, let your children disappear to 
wherever, and go and know they’ll be okay cause they are just like everybody else’s 
children for once, and listen to something is wonderful.” (p. 1450) and “For [my son], it 
is the opportunity to have the freedom to be himself and to roam [camp] and explore” (p. 
1450).  These remarks are notable for three reasons.  First, they reinforce the resultant 
autonomy individuals with ASD experiences as a result of camp experiences, similarly 
reflected within the present study’s own findings.  Second these quotes came from 
parents; the present study is notable in that it allowed individuals with ASD to express 
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said experiences themselves.  This is important because there is almost no prior 
qualitative research on adolescents with ASD in which said individuals express themes 
themselves.  Third, neither of these quotes nor the experiences that allowed them to occur 
could exist without campers feelings safe and comfortable (see Figure 1).   
Research has repeatedly emphasized the importance of socialization of children 
with ASD.  Kasari, Locke, Gulsrud, and Rotheram-Fuller (2011) reported that “children 
with ASD in general education classrooms are most often on the periphery of their 
classroom social networks” (p. 540-541).  Moreover, they added that “their social 
networks are smaller than typical classmates, the friendships they identify are less often 
reciprocated, and the quality of their friendships is poorer” (p. 541).  By the same token, 
van Asselt-Goverts, Embregts, Hendriks, Wegman, and Teunisse (2014) conducted a 
study comparing the social networks of people with ASD with typical peers.  
Unsurprisingly, they found that individuals with ASD had smaller social networks, and 
that people with ASD are frequently unsatisfied with their social networks.  This is 
notable in relation to the present study because almost all of the participants reflected that 
one of the most enjoyable aspects of camp was their opportunity for socialization and 
gaining new friends.  Camp Jigsaw provided countless opportunities for social 
engagement, and, as a result, most of the campers, if not all, left camp with new friends 
and a stronger support network. In all three observations, various campers were 
repeatedly observed conversing appropriately and hanging out, sometimes even at 
inappropriate times like during social skills instruction or the talent show.  The 
opportunity for social network expansion was critical for these campers. 
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My analysis also indicated that a dominant thematic category was the importance 
of new and unique experiences for campers.  This is not a new concept in academic 
literature.  In a qualitative study of a camp for students with visual impairments, 
Goodwin, Lieberman, Johnston, and Leo (2011) remarked that campers’ generally 
appreciated the “depth of their experiences” and recognized that their “experiences” 
would “be carried into other contexts and serve them well at other times” (p. 47).  
Furthermore, these new experiences sometimes resulted in increased autonomy and 
independence.  Counselors from Halsall, Kendellen, Bean, and Forneris’s (2016) study of 
a residential camp noted the importance of encouraging campers “to try something new 
to help them adapt to being in a new place with new opportunities” (p. 28) as a means of 
encouraging camper autonomy.  This is similar to another counselor statement from the 
same study: “I find that once you can get [campers] to do something they don’t want to 
do and they have a good time, then they are way more interested in doing things that are 
outside their comfort zone” (p. 28).  Halsall et al.’s (2016) article also stated that camps 
provide a space for “incremental opportunities to transition from one reality 
(adolescence) to the next (adulthood)” (p. 31), which was reflected within a couple of the 
findings regarding new and unique experiences.   
 The combination of new experiences, socialization, and comfort resulted in 
frequent experiments with autonomy.  These results are not inherently noteworthy, as 
Within Henderson, Powell, and Scanlin’s (2005) research already quantitatively 
demonstrated that campers reported an increased sense of independence.  However, the 
present study extended such prior results by allowing campers with ASD themselves to 
describe significant independent experiences. 
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 The researcher’s attempt to organize and focus my findings within collective 
identity theory led to mixed results.  Many of the themes initially coded for collective 
identity theory were not represented as much as he had presumed.  As already stated, 
although Ernest did mention his own identification of traits of autism and how other 
campers had this in common, none of the other campers remarked as to how they shared 
a collective identity with their peers with ASD.  This may be explained by a couple 
factors.  First, the nature of autism is that individuals experience difficulties in thinking 
abstractly (Soloman, Buaminger, & Rogers, 2011).  In order to place yourself in a social 
category, you must be able to look at yourself objectively, an ability that requires abstract 
thought.  This also may be due to my interview questions not relating enough to 
collective identity.  The communicative limitations of ASD may have necessitated more 
explicit questions in order to foster campers’ self-examination. Both of these ideas need 
to be kept in mind when attempting future research. 
Finally, the recurrent theme of improvement of social skills was less explicitly 
represented within discussions, even if the product of gains in social skills, such as 
increased socialization, friendship, and positive emotions, was.  The engagement in social 
skills instruction and the camper engagement thereof that occurred during a previously 
reported observation undoubtedly had some effect on campers, as supported by the small, 
albeit non-significant quantitative gains measured by the SSIS-RS.  Therefore, some 
degree of social skills improvement did occur, though it is difficult to say how much due 
to limited time frame and a possible disconnect between the SSIS-RS and the skills 




 Overall, the findings indicate that Camp Jigsaw was a beneficial and 
transformative experience for its participants.  All of the campers related vastly more 
positive experiences and benefits than negative, and all of my research questions were 
answered, at least to some degree. 
 Through examination of interview responses, it is clear that Camp Jigsaw 
provides a meaningful experience to its campers.  The data suggest that campers, more 
than anything, experienced a fun, relaxed, judgment-free, and friendly atmosphere that 
promoted belonging through interaction with trained counselors and like-minded 
individuals.  Furthermore, they appreciated the safety and security the camp staff offered 
them, which in turn allowed them to partake in new, exploratory experiences.  Related to 
this, the research questions asked whether campers experience belonging, increased self-
confidence, and new experiences with independence.  Themes that emerged during 
analysis feed directly into these questions:  the importance of having fun, socialization, 
security, and, to a lesser extent, a collective identity do indicate that campers feel a sense 
of belonging that they do not experience elsewhere.  Furthermore, several experiences 
about independence and concurrent increases in self-confidence were related, such as 
Jason’s story of scaling the rock wall.  This, along with other data, indicates that camp 
results in increased self-confidence and autonomy.  In fact, the two concepts are so 
closely related as to be reciprocal: the more independence is exhibited by trying new 
things, the more self-confidence is bolstered, which in turn encourages independence, and 
so on.  Additionally, neither experimentation with independence or gains in self-
confidence would be possible without the sense of comfort and belonging repeatedly 
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expressed by campers.  Ultimately, to answer the primary research question, the meaning 
of camp was derived from the interplay between independence and self-confidence 
housed within a sense of belonging, as displayed in Figure 3.  Camp Jigsaw is a 
welcoming, non-judgmental environment where adolescents with ASD make new 
friends, practice independence and social skills, experience unique opportunities and 
settings, and grow personally.  These findings are bolstered by being in line with prior 
data examining the benefits of social skills camps for children with ASD (Maich et al., 
2015; Mitchell,  et al., 2015; Rutherford & Schreiber, 2015; Walker et al., 2010).   
 





  As for the effectiveness of the photovoice methodology in eliciting responses 
from participants, it is hard to say.  In order to determine the answer to this question, the 
researcher would need to compare responses from a control group with responses from 
this group.  Anecdotally, photovoice seemed extremely helpful in guiding the interviews 
and extracting data from a population with inherent communicative difficulties.  It shows 
promise in its efficacy as a qualitative research methodology, especially for individuals 
with ASD.  Further research needs to be conducted comparing its usefulness in 
interviewing individuals with ASD as compared to other qualitative methodologies. 
Suggestions for Future Research 
 There were lessons learned during this study that might inform similar future 
research.  If possible, the researcher would like to conduct a follow-up qualitative inquiry 
with the same participants during their second year of Camp Jigsaw.  He could use this 
opportunity to further hone my questioning to more directly derive answers related to 
whether the participants relate to collective identity theory.  The researcher would also 
like to hear more about specific instances that resulted in transformative experiences, 
similar to Jason climbing the rock wall or William sleeping in his own bed.  Also, he 
would attempt to obtain more demographic data to more fully represent the campers for 
readers, as well as evaluation data to potentially reinforce findings.  For example, if the 
researcher were to divide participants between levels of functioning as justified by 
evaluation data, it would be easier to obtain a truly representative sample of individuals 
across the entire spectrum of autism.  Finally, if possible, employing other researchers to 




 The concept that the reciprocal relationship between independence and self-
confidence, as well as the idea that both can only reinforce each other if housed within a 
sense of belonging, provide evidence that camps or a summer treatment setting can be 
invaluable opportunities for improvement for adolescents with ASD.  While these 
concepts had been reported quantitatively, to some degree, the present study extended 
prior research by providing a qualitative context of how campers experienced said 
improvements.  Furthermore, photovoice’s use as a communication tool to assist in data 
collection from individuals with ASD had been previously reported, but this study 
employed several triangulation techniques to ensure reliability and validity, a step that 
was sorely lacking in previous literature. The analysis of photovoice findings revealed 
that camps provide a safe and welcoming context for adolescents with ASD to practice 
autonomy, and success in autonomous experiences bolsters adolescent self-confidence, 
which consequently enables further experiments in autonomy.  The fact that these types 
of camps and summer treatment programs are limited is unfortunate, as learning social 
and self-determination outside of the classroom setting is beneficial to adolescents for a 
variety of reasons.  Especially considering the consequences of failing to prepare 
individuals with ASD for post-secondary life, school districts and communities should 
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1) Tell me what is special about this picture? 
2) What does this picture say to you about camp? 
3) How does this picture make you feel about yourself during camp? 
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